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The Empire Project 

The British Empire, wrote Adam Smith, ‘has hitherto been not an empire, but the 

project of an empire’ and John Darwin offers a magisterial global history of the 

rise and fall of that great imperial project. The British Empire, he argues, was 

much more than a group of colonies ruled over by a scattering of British 

expatriates until eventual independence. It was, above all, a global phenomenon. 

Its power derived rather less from the assertion of imperial authority than from the 

fusing together of three different kinds of empire: the settler empire of the ‘white 

dominions’; the commercial empire of the City of London; and ‘Greater India’ 

which contributed markets, manpower and military muscle. This unprecedented 

history charts how this intricate imperial web was first strengthened, then 

weakened and finally severed on the rollercoaster of global economic, political 

and geostrategic upheaval on which it rode from beginning to end. 

JOHN DARWIN teaches Imperial and Global History at Oxford where he is a 

Fellow of Nuffield College. His previous publications include After Tamerlane: 

The Global History of Empire since 1405 (winner of the Wolfson History Prize for 

2007), The End of the British Empire: The Historical Debate (1991) and Britain 

and Decolonization: The Retreat from Empire in the Post-War World (1988). 
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The British Empire, wrote Adam Smith in 1776, ‘has hitherto been not 

an empire, but the project of an empire; not a gold mine but the project 

of a gold mine’.’ A hundred years later, his condemnation might have 

softened. But, viewed as a political or administrative entity, British 

imperialism remained just such a project: unfinished, untidy, a mass 

of contradictions, aspirations and anomalies. Defined as the exercise 

of sovereign power, or the unfettered enjoyment of imperial rule (the 

criteria still favoured by many historians), the British Empire in its 

heyday was largely a sham. Over much that was most commercially or 

strategically valuable, it could claim no authority; over much that was 

useless, its hold was complete. Of the half-dozen states whose loyalty 

was most vital to British world power in 1914, only one could be given 

direct orders from London. 

Partly for this reason, I have preferred the term ‘British world- 

system’ to the conventional ‘Empire’. The term was given authority 

by the shrewdest historian of modern British imperialism.* It is also 

meant to convey (the real theme of the book) that British imperialism 

was a global phenomenon; that its fortunes were governed by global 

conditions; and that its power in the world derived rather less from 

the assertion of imperial authority than from the fusing together of 

several disparate elements. Amid the colossal expansion of scholarly 

work on the history of empire, it has been easy to lose sight of the 

geopolitical facts on which its cohesion depended. I have tried in this 

book to restore this imbalance but not by reviving the old view from 

the centre. Instead, I have set out to show how the intricate web of 

‘British connections’ linking Britain to India, to its huge empire of 

commerce, and to the ‘white dominions’ — the great auxiliary engines 

of British world power — was first strengthened, then weakened and 
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finally severed under the stress of geopolitical change. The ‘imperial 

politics’ of the British world-system were made and remade by the 

rollercoaster of economic, political and geostrategic upheaval on which 

it was tossed from beginning (1830) to end (1970). 

In writing this book, I have drawn very heavily on four differ- 

ent traditions in the history of empire. It would be hard to think clearly 

about British imperialism as a global phenomenon without the extraor- 

dinary insights of its greatest modern historians, John Gallagher and 

Ronald Robinson. In a single short essay, they established once and for 

all that, despite its many disguises, British imperialism was both global 

in reach and systemic in structure. It could not be seen as a mere accu- 

mulation of colonies; nor could their histories make sense on their own. 

‘Imperialism’ in fact was a very flexible force, adapting its method to the 

time and the place: ‘formal’ in some places, less formal in others, and at 

times scarcely visible.3 I have also relied on what is sometimes regarded 

as a quite different account of British imperialism, as the instrument of 

the ‘gentlemanly capitalism’ evoked by Peter Cain and Tony Hopkins. 

As I have argued elsewhere, it is easy to exaggerate the historiograph- 

ical gap.4 But the crucial contribution that Cain and Hopkins have 

made is to draw our attention to the massive importance of the City’s 

commercial imperium for British power in the world, to its astonishing 

growth in the late nineteenth century (an age of British decline in many 

accounts), and to the influence and autonomy that the City enjoyed 

until its virtual liquidation in the Second World War. Thirdly, I have 

tried to exploit the insights and ideas of a more recent departure: the 

attention being given to the socio-cultural attachment between people 

in Britain and their ‘diasporic’ relations. ‘British World’ history has 

begun to reverse the long neglect suffered by the settler societies in the 

wider history of empire. It has also helped to restore a long-forgotten 

perspective of vital importance: the passionate identification of Canadi- 

ans, Australians, New Zealanders, Newfoundlanders and South African 

‘English’ with an idealised ‘Britishness’; and their common devotion to 

‘Empire’ as its political form.5 Finally, a far older tradition retains much 

of its value to the historian of empire and the British world-system. The 

dangers British leaders most feared to their system’s stability came from 

a breakdown in great power relations, a descent into war or the threat 

of invasion from Europe. That meant that they paid almost obsessive 

attention to the diplomatic reports of their envoys abroad, and were 

sometimes easily swayed by alarming accounts of naval and military 
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weakness. In the intricate detail of naval, diplomatic and military 
history we may find some of the best clues to the British system’s 
success — and its catastrophic collapse. 

This book has been a long time in the writing and I have 

incurred many debts in the course of its making. Nuffield College pro- 

vides the ideal combination of stimulus and support to its Fellows: 

there could be no better place in which to undertake an extended pro- 

gramme of academic research. I have been exceptionally fortunate in 

my colleagues in imperial and global history in Oxford — Judith Brown, 

David Washbrook, Georg Deutsch and Peter Carey — from whom I 

have learnt an enormous amount. The experience of teaching so many 

talented students has been a constant goad to reframe my ideas. For 

more than twenty years, a cohort of doctoral students has struggled to 

remedy my ignorance of their fields. I am grateful to them and hope 

their verdict will be: ‘making some progress’. I am especially grateful 

to the founding fathers of the ‘British World’ initiative — James Belich, 

Carl Bridge, Phillip Buckner and Robert Holland — for widening my 

horizons at a critical time; and to Patrick O’Brien’s ‘Global Economic 

History Network’, which taught me a great deal. Needless to say, the 

errors and omissions are mine alone. 

A special word is needed here about the Oxford History of 

the British Empire, published in five volumes in 1999-2000. There is 

no doubt that the appearance of these volumes, spanning the whole 

history of the Empire from the sixteenth century to the twentieth, was a 

critical moment in the revival of British imperial history from what had 

seemed at times an almost terminal decline. All those of us who write 

(and especially teach) in this field owe a great debt to the editorial team 

of the series, but most of all to its driving force, William Roger Louis. 

The task of writing the book would not have been possible 

without the librarians and archivists in Britain and abroad on whose 

kindness and efficiency I have depended so much. Two successive his- 

tory editors at Cambridge University Press, William Davies and Michael 

Watson, have combined extraordinary patience with warm encourage- 

ment, and proffered shrewd advice. Iam most grateful to them. Finally, 

my family have endured my preoccupation with a task that seemed at 

times to stretch into eternity: perhaps its completion will come as a 

welcome surprise! 
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INTRODUCTION: THE PROJECT 
OF AN EMPIRE 

For more than a century after c.1840, the British Empire formed the 

core of a larger British ‘world-system’ managed from London. This 

book is a study of the rise, fortunes and fall of that system. 

The British world-system was not a structure of global hege- 

mony, holding in thrall the non-Western world. Except in particular 

places and at particular times, such hegemonic authority eluded all 

British leaders from Lord Palmerston to Churchill. But the British 

‘system’ (a term that contemporaries sometimes made use of) was 

much more than a ‘formal’ territorial empire, and certainly global 

in span. It embraced an extraordinary range of constitutional, diplo- 

matic, political, commercial and cultural relationships. It contained 

colonies of rule (including the huge ‘sub-empire’ of India), settlement 

colonies (mostly self-governing by the late nineteenth century), pro- 

tectorates, condominia (like the Sudan), mandates (after 1920), naval 

and military fortresses (like Gibraltar and Malta), ‘occupations’ (like 

Egypt and Cyprus), treaty-ports and ‘concessions’ (Shanghai was the 

most famous), ‘informal’ colonies of commercial pre-eminence (like 

Argentina), ‘spheres of interference’ (a useful term coined by Sellars 

and Yeatman) like Iran, Afghanistan and the Persian Gulf, and (not 

least) a rebellious province at home. There was no agreed term for this 

far-flung conglomerate. This may have been why contemporaries some- 

times found it convenient to fall back on that protean phrase ‘the Pax 

Britannica’ once it came into use after 1880," as if the ‘British Peace’ 

formed a geographical zone. 

But, if they found it hard to label this web of British connec- 

tions with any precision, contemporaries grasped nonetheless that it 
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formed the real source of British world power. In retrospect, we can see 

that, by the 1840s at latest, the British system was becoming global in 

three different senses. First, it exerted its presence, commercial or mil- 

itary, in every world region from treaty-port China and the maritime 

East Indies, through Burma, South Asia, the Persian Gulf, Zanzibar 

and West Africa, to the Mediterranean, the Caribbean, the River Plate 

republics, and as far as the Pacific coast of North America, the future 

‘British’ Columbia. Secondly, however clumsy its methods, the point 

of the system was to promote the integration of these widely separated 

places: commercially, strategically, politically and — by diffusing British 

beliefs and ideas — culturally as well. Shared political values, recognis- 

ably similar institutions and laws, mutual economic dependence, and 

common protection against external attack by European rivals or preda- 

tory locals, were meant to achieve this for regions and states whether 

outside or inside the British domain in the constitutional sense. Thirdly, 

although this aspect was hard to see at the time, the success and survival 

of British connections depended on something far vaster than the tactics 

and stratagems of British agents and interests. Economic and political 

change in Asia, the Qing crisis in China, the geopolitical shape of post- 

Bonaparte Europe, the unexpected success of the settler republic on the 

American continent, patterns of consumption, religious renewals and 

the movements of peoples in migrations and diasporas: all these (and 

more) opened the way for British expansion, and widened the scope of 

British connections — but prescribed both their limits and their duration 

in time. If the British system was global, its fate was a function of the 

global economy and of shifts in world politics which it might hope to 

influence but could hardly control. 

But was it really a ‘system’? There are good grounds for thinking 

that the British empire of rule, let alone its self-governing or ‘informal’ 

outriders, had no logic at all. It looked like the booty of an obsessive 

collector whose passions had come with a rush and then gone with the 

wind, to be replaced in their turn by still more transient interests. The 

result was a pile of possessions whose purpose or meaning was long 

since forgotten, half-opened packets of quickly waning appeal, and new 

acquisitions made on the spur of the moment. It was certainly true that 

by the mid-nineteenth century the West Indian colonies, once the jewel 

in their crown, seemed to most British observers a troublesome burden, 

tainted by slavery, ill-governed and impoverished. The small enclaves 

of rule on the coast of West Africa had an even worse reputation. 
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London regretted the effort to rule the Southern African interior, and 
had handed it over to the Boer republics by the mid-185o0s. It was 
also the case that British expansion had no master-plan. It had almost 
always been true that colonial schemes or their commercial equivalents 
were devised not by governments but by private enthusiasts in search of 

wealth, virtue or religious redemption. Sometimes they dragged White- 

hall in their wake, to get its protection, secure a monopoly or obtain 

a licence to rule through a charter or patent. By ‘insider-dealing’ in 

the political world, they might conscript Whitehall’s resources for their 

colony-building. Sometimes, Whitehall insisted on an imperial claim on 

its soldiers’ or sailors’ advice, or to appease a popular outcry. But, 

once entrenched at their beachhead, the ‘men on the spot’ were hard 

to restrain, awkward to manage and impossible to abandon. The result 

could be seen from the map. The huge swathes of territory scattered 

all over the globe, whose defence, so it seemed to some late Victorians, 

was little short of a nightmare. 

This is a useful corrective to paying too much attention to the 

mood of the ‘policy-makers’, to invoking too often the cool rationality 

(or constant viewpoint) of the ‘official mind’, or to being over-impressed 

by the so-called ‘reluctance’ of British imperialism. British expansion 

was driven not by official designs but by the chaotic pluralism of 

British interests at home and of their agents and allies abroad. The 

result (by the mid-nineteenth century) was an empire of beachheads 

and bridgeheads, half-conquered tracts, half-settled interiors, mission- 

stations and whaling-stations, barracks and cantonments, treaty-ports 

on the up (Shanghai was the best) and treaty-ports with no future. 

Its mid-Victorian critics were appalled by its moral and physical 

cost, and convinced of its commercial and political futility. However, 

the argument of this book is that, while imposing a system on this 

chaotic expansion was beyond the power of the imperial government in 

London, a system emerged nonetheless. 

The characteristic of a system is the inter-dependence of its 

parts, on each other or with the centre of the system, and, as the system 

develops, the assumption by each of a specific function or role. In 

the British case, the most obvious forms of such inter-dependence were 

naval and military. This was not simply a matter of depending on Britain 

for strategic defence or for military aid in a localised struggle. British 

ability to provide naval protection or to send reinforcements to the 

scene of a conflict would have been very limited without the resources 
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the imperial system supplied. It was strategic control of the Cape Colony 

(whose economic value was derisory before 1870) that secured the naval 

gateway to Asia from European waters. The prime function of Egypt, 

occupied by the British in 1882, was to preserve British use of the Suez 

Canal and protect the ‘Clapham Junction’ of imperial communications. 

Malta, Aden, Ceylon, Singapore, Hong Kong, Esquimalt (on Vancouver 

Island), the Falklands and Halifax, Nova Scotia, formed the network of 

bases from which the Royal Navy patrolled the world’s sea-lanes. India 

played several roles in the British world-system, but perhaps its critical 

function was to be the main base from which British interests in Asia 

could be advanced and defended. Indian soldiers and a British garrison 

paid for by Indian revenues were the ‘strategic reserve’ of the British 

system in Asia. Because India played this role, other British possessions 

and spheres east and south of Suez were largely exempted from the costs 

of defence — a fact of crucial importance to their economic viability. 

Commercially, too, this systemic inter-dependence became 

more and more striking. Both colonial territories and ‘informal’ colonies 

had to compete for investment and credits from London to expand their 

economies. They had to find and meet an external demand to earn the 

overseas income to fund their borrowing needs. They had to produce 

the specialised exports (staples) that would command the best price in 

London’s commodity markets. In return, with the grand exception of 

the United States (which had received one-fifth of British foreign invest- 

ment by 1913), British capital was shuttled by the City of London 

between the various sectors of its commercial empire (a vast global 

realm among whose key provinces were Canada, Argentina, India, 

Australia, Southern Africa, China and the Middle East), employing 

a calculus of prospective return and speculative gain.* 

Demographically, also, there were strong systemic influences at 

work. Britain was the reservoir. Although two-thirds of British migrants 

went to the United States up until 1900, almost all the rest were dis- 

tributed between the four main settlement zones of Canada, Australia, 

New Zealand and South Africa. Indeed, their economic development 

was usually seen as being closely dependent upon drawing labour and 

skills from the British supply (South Africa was a partial exception to 

this rule). In British opinion, the value of migration in creating overseas 

markets, relieving domestic distress and creating ‘Arcadias’ free from 

industrialism, turned the emigrant flow into a form of social renewal 

and the settlement colonies into prospective ‘new Britains’. Nor was 
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‘old’ Britain the only well-spring of migration. Between 1834 and 1937, 
India exported some 30 million people to other British possessions as 
indentured labour, and perhaps one-fifth remained as permanent set- 
tlers. In the tropical empire (which British migrants avoided) they sup- 
plied much of the labour and business expertise to promote commercial 
expansion. 

Lastly, the spheres of British expansion were progressively 

linked by a complex system of communication. From the 1840s 

onwards, this was provided by subsidised mail services, telegraph wires, 

undersea cables, an expanding rail network, fast passenger steamers 

and (in the twentieth century) imperial air routes. They catered for, and 

stimulated, the growing volume and frequency of the traffic in news, 

information, private correspondence, personnel and ideas that flowed 

between Britain and other parts of the system, as well as between those 

constituent parts. By the late nineteenth century, it has been persuasively 

argued, an ‘imperial press system’ had come into being.3 It supplied 

London with news as well as buying it back from London-based agen- 

cies (a perfect feedback loop), a process accompanied by the circulation 

of journalists and the diffusion of newspaper practice. The supply of 

magazines, newspapers and books from Britain was supplemented by 

a small outward phalanx of teachers, academics and scientific experts. 

‘Imperial’ associations sprang up to pool the experience of businessmen, 

doctors, surveyors, engineers, foresters, agronomists, teachers and jour- 

nalists. To an extent we are gradually beginning to notice, the return 

flows of experience, scientific information and academic talent exerted 

a powerful influence upon elite culture in Britain. 

None of this is to argue that the British world-system was closed 

or exclusive, let alone self-sufficient. The reverse was the case. Its geopo- 

litical equilibrium required quite specific conditions: a ‘passive’ East 

Asia, a European balance, and a strong but unaggressive United States. 

If those conditions broke down, the imperial archipelago, strung across 

the world, would soon start to look fragile. British elites - in Canada, 

Australasia and India as well as in Britain itself — were well aware of this 

frailty, and more and more so after 1900. Secondly, the British system 

was also highly exposed to the global economy that took shape with 

astonishing speed between 1870 and 1914. Britain’s overseas earn- 

ings derived partly at least from carrying and financing the trade of 

third parties, brokered through London. The circuit of payments that 

allowed the huge growth of trade within the British world-system was 
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multilateral in scope.* India’s deficit with Britain was met by the pro- 

ceeds of its exports to Europe and the United States. Canada paid its 

American deficit from its surplus with Britain. One-third of British trade 

was with European markets and suppliers. Although there was room 

for debate about what level of protection (if any) would secure the 

best terms of trade for Britain and its system against the rest of the 

world, an open global economy not a set of ‘mercantilist’ blocs seemed 

the economic corollary of the British system’s survival for most of the 

century after 1840. Thirdly, while the British system promoted certain 

cultural affinities (most strongly between its English-speaking commu- 

nities) and proclaimed a liberal ideology (in practice applied by author- 

itarian means in India and elsewhere in the tropical empire), it was 

not a closed cultural world. Its external borders were easily permeable, 

and open to influences from America, Europe and Russia (after 1917), 

from the intellectual heartlands of the Islamic world, and even from 

China and Japan (whose revolt against the West was much admired by 

Gandhi). Internally, too, ‘British’ culture coexisted uneasily with indige- 

nous cultures and those of non-British settlers. By the late nineteenth 

century, it faced strong cultural movements in India, forms of cultural 

nationalism in French Canada, Ireland and among the Cape Afrikan- 

ers, and was feebly equipped to attempt a cultural ‘mission’ among its 

new African subjects. The angry assertiveness of some British cultural 

‘messengers’ and their periodic fits of despondency reflected not their 

calm superiority (as is sometimes assumed) but a mood often closer to 

a siege mentality. 

A history of the British world-system must take account of 

these facts. First, British possessions (coloured red on the map) may 

loom large in the story, but only as parts of the larger conglomerate. 

Secondly, while the political, economic and cultural history of different 

colonial (and semi-colonial) territories can be studied up to a point as 

a local affair, the links between them and other parts of the system 

exerted a critical if variable influence on their politics, economics and 

culture. The limits of British concession to Indian nationalism would 

be inexplicable without the fact of India’s contribution to ‘imperial 

defence’, just as the goals of the pre-r914 Congress make little sense 

except as a claim to be treated on terms of equality with the ‘white 

dominions’ of the ‘British world’. Canada’s extraordinary commitment 

of men in two world wars — the greatest traumas of its twentieth-century 

history — derived fundamentally from a sense of its shared identity as 
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a ‘British nation’. The survival of Afrikanerdom in South Africa — the 
central fact of its twentieth-century history — was the prize for success 
in fighting the British to a virtual stalemate in 1899-1902, exploiting 

their fear (as Smuts had foreseen) that keeping their army too long on 

the veld would endanger too many vital interests elsewhere. Only the 

parochialism of most British historians has veiled the pervasive effects 

of Britain’s external connections on its institutions and outlook: the 

huge migrant flows, the vast overseas wealth, the ‘imperial’ monarchy, 

the cultural confidence bred by the sense of enduring ‘centrality’ in 

a globalised world. Thirdly, ‘British connections’ were dynamic not 

static. Their strength and solidity at any particular time were powerfully 

(perhaps decisively) shaped by the play of economic and geopolitical 

forces at the global not just imperial level. 

But how to write such a history? It plainly cannot be done as 

a series of parallel histories of regions and colonies, whose distinctive 

development and ultimate separation form the Leitmotif of their story. 

This is the ‘nationalist’ historiography in which ‘British connection’ is 

an alien force, and a barrier to nationhood with all that it promised. In 

‘national’ histories, links forged by migrations and the flows of goods 

and ideas retreat to the margins, or form the static backdrop to the 

national ‘project’. But nor can it be done as a grandiose study in ‘impe- 

rial policy’, as if decisions taken in Whitehall, and the thinking behind 

them, were the dominant force in the fate of the system. Quite apart 

from the limits to imperial authority imposed by local conditions and 

external pressures, the ‘policy-makers’ rarely had a free rein to decide 

what British (or imperial) interests were, let alone how to preserve 

them. Least of all will it help to fall back upon a crude stereotyping 

of conflicting ‘imaginaries’, in which ‘British’ conceptions of mastery 

are contrasted with the values of their indigenous subjects. Although 

their widely different assumptions about race, gender and class shaped 

the British connection with almost every part of the world, there was 

no single pattern of ‘hegemonic’ assertion and local response. British 

opinions were not monolithic (since Britain was a complex and plural- 

istic society) and changed over time. The same could be said of almost 

every society into which British influence was inserted. Most important 

of all, discerning the impact of ‘imaginings’, ‘representations’ or ‘colo- 

nial knowledge’ requires something more than a sampling of texts: the 

careful reconstruction of economic and political contexts must be the 

starting point of enquiry. 
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Even a book as lengthy as this one could not hope to do justice 

to the multiple threads that bound different places to Britain and to 

other parts of its system. Instead, its main focus is upon what might be 

called ‘imperial politics’: the almost continual debate over the terms of 

association by which the various member states (including Britain itself) 

were bound to the British system. This was not simply the question of 

whether some form of independence was preferable — for most of the 

time, this was hardly practical politics. It was more often a matter of 

the limits of local autonomy; of how far British values (especially rep- 

resentative government) were being respected in practice (a key issue in 

India); of what place in the system colonial states should aspire to; how 

much influence they should wield over the general direction of policy 

(especially in matters of external defence); and whether the benefits and 

burdens of empire were being shared fairly between them. Politicians 

in states like Argentina or Egypt, without formal ties to the Empire, 

but with no means of escape from the British embrace, faced much the 

same issues. So in their own way did political leaders in Britain, which, 

together with India, met the main costs of imperial defence. Of course, 

this debate was not only conducted between organs of colonial and 

British opinion, or between colonial spokesmen and imperial official- 

dom. It divided parties and factions in each member territory where 

religion, ethnicity and regional interests, as well as private ambition, 

helped determine the outcome. 

The theme of this book, then, is the continuous interplay of 

two sorts of tensions. The first was internal: the chronic disagreements 

over how the British system should work, usually expressed as political 

conflict over the connection with Britain or ‘British connection’. The 

second was external. The meaning of ‘British connection’ — its prestige 

and appeal, its perceived costs and benefits — was pulled this way and 

that by the ‘exogenous’ forces of the global environment. The unpre- 

dictable shifts in the shape of world politics; geopolitical change and 

the rise of new powers; boom, bubble and bust in the global econ- 

omy; the unforeseen impact of ideological movements and their conta- 

gious appeal: their collective effect was to create an ‘external’ arena of 

extraordinary turbulence before 1900, and of volcano-like chaos in the 

twentieth century. On their rollercoaster ride through modern world 

history, the most powerful units of the British world system were at 

times flung together by centripetal attraction, at times sucked apart as 

if about to spin off into separate trajectories. We know of course that, 
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in the great crisis of empire in 1940-2, the system all but broke up and 
never fully recovered. But, up until then, it had seemed axiomatic that, 
in one form or another, with more local freedom or less, the bond of 

empire would hold and the system endure. 

What then were the system’s most powerful components whose 

adhesion mattered most to its chance of survival? The most important 

by far was the imperial centre: the British Isles, yoked together for most 

of the period in a British ‘Union’ or by the ‘dominion’ relationship with 

Southern Ireland between 1921 and 1948. This composite ‘Britain’ 

(more often called ‘England’.after its dominant element) supplied much 

of the energy that the system demanded. Its huge financial resources, 

vast manufacturing output and enormous coal reserves (its so-called 

‘Black Indies’ of a thousand coalfields)5 made Britain a commercial 

and industrial titan, whose principal rivals, the United States and 

Germany, engaged much less in trade or traded mainly with Europe. 

Even by the late 1880s, Britain disposed of more (steam) horsepower per 

head than any other state, including the United States.° Its large surplus 

of manpower (the product of birth-rate and prevailing social condi- 

tions) fuelled Britain’s ‘demographic imperialism’, the human capacity 

to stock the settlement colonies and maintain their British complex- 

ion, despite a much larger migrant stream to the United States. Britain 

was also at all times a great power in Europe, and able to use its 

leverage there as part of the general defence of its interests worldwide. 

The great strategic bonus of this European role, until the inter-war 

years, was that the main source of its power in European politics, the 

world’s largest deep-sea navy, could also be used to uphold the oceanic 

supremacy first grasped at Trafalgar in 1805. Britain also possessed a 

set of cultural assets whose value is harder to quantify but is of crucial 

importance. In their institutional form, these were the clubs and soci- 

eties, associations and leagues, patrons, sponsors and churches (as well 

as government agencies) through whom information and knowledge of 

the world beyond Europe was collected, collated, digested and diffused 

to the public at large or to a more privileged few. Not the least of the 

attributes that Britain contributed to the overall strength of its system 

was as a great cultural entrepot. 

In the world east of Suez, the indispensable element in British 

world power was India. Imperial India was more than the countries of 

modern ‘South Asia’. It was ‘Greater India’: a ‘sub-empire’ ruled from 

Calcutta (and Simla), extending from Aden to Burma, and with its own 
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sphere of influence in the Persian Gulf, Southwest Iran, Afghanistan and 

(for some of the time) Tibet. ‘Greater India’ might even include coastal 

East Africa, whose metropole was Bombay until the late nineteenth 

century, and the ‘Straits Settlements’ of the Malayan peninsula, ruled 

from Calcutta into the late 1860s. The agrarian revenues of the Indian 

‘heartland’ paid for a British-officered Indian army and after 1860 for 

a large British garrison, between a third and a half of Britain’s regular 

army. Of the peace-time strength of the British and Indian armies — 

together almost the whole regular land force of the British world- 

system — the Indian taxpayer paid for nearly two-thirds. India’s internal 

market, pegged open by rule, and its return on investment, underwrit- 

ten by government, was a major contributor to British employment 

(India was the largest market for Britain’s principal export) and to 

Britain’s balance of payments. India’s ports and railways (the largest 

network outside the West), its merchants, migrants and labourers, its 

British-owned banks and agency-houses, and its strategic position on 

the marine trunk road to East Asia, made up the engine of Anglo-Indian 

expansion, an enterprise under both British and Indian management. 

By the late nineteenth century, it was hard to imagine how this intri- 

cate fusion of British and Indian interests could be prised apart without 

disaster for both. 

The third great component of the British world-system was not 

territorial. It might almost be thought of as a ‘virtual India’: a vast 

abstract realm of assets and interests. This was the hinterland of the 

City of London, a ‘commercial republic’ bound together by self-interest 

not rule, but containing within it a.fast-growing ‘empire’ of British- 

owned property. The jewel in the crown of this empire of commerce 

was the deep-sea merchant marine, much of it serving non-British cus- 

tomers, but earning a huge income remitted to its owners at home. It 

was closely paralleled by British-owned railways: like the Great Indian 

Peninsular and the East Indian Railway, the Canadian Pacific Rail- 

way, the Great Southern Railway in Argentina, or the humbler ‘Simon 

Bolivar’ in Northern Venezuela. Banks and insurance companies, ship- 

ping agents and packers, and a mass of installations including utilities, 

harbour-works, telegraph companies (like the globe-spanning ‘Great 

Eastern’), plantations, mines, and concessions for oil, also helped to 

ensure that the profits Britain drew from the growth of world trade were 

second to none. By the 1890s, the income that was drawn from these 

overseas assets and the invisible income from shipping and services was 
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equivalent to between 70 and 80 per cent of the earnings from Britain’s 
domestic (merchandise) exports (in 1960, by contrast, Britain’s net 
invisible income was much less than one-twentieth of the earnings from 
exports). They more than covered the payment gap between British 
exports and imports (the remotest of dreams in 1960) protected the 

value of sterling, and built up the ‘war-chest’ of overseas assets on 

which British governments drew deeply in both world wars. 

The fourth component was the ‘awkward squad’ of self- 

governing settlement colonies, called ‘dominions’ after 1907, or, col- 

loquially, ‘the white dominions’. It was a disparate group that com- 

prised Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa (after union 

in 1910), Newfoundland (whose bankruptcy brought rule by a British 

commission from 1933 until 1949, when it became a province of 

Canada), the Irish Free State (from 1921 until 1948 when it became 

a republic and left the Commonwealth) and Southern Rhodesia 

(which, after 1923, enjoyed dominion-like status, but without full 

self-government). To the French Canadian minority, the Afrikaner 

majority among South African whites, and, in the Irish Free State, 

loyalty to the ‘British connection’, was at best conditional, at worst 

non-existent. But, among the ethnic British majorities in Canada, 

Australia, New Zealand and Newfoundland, and the large ‘English’ 

minority among South African whites, a sense of shared British iden- 

tity (to be sharply distinguished from any subservience to Britain) was 

deeply ingrained. Dominion politicians declared over and over again 

that Canada, Australia, New Zealand and Newfoundland were ‘British 

countries’, or ‘British nations’. To them and their constituents (since 

this was a popular not an elite point of view), the ‘Empire’ was not 

an alien overlord, but a joint enterprise in which they were, or claimed 

to be, partners. It was not so much England as the Empire for which 

they were fighting, said Milner in 1917.7 Its interests were — or ought 

to be — theirs. The Whitehall officials who dealt with these ‘colonial’ 

leaders found them prickly and unyielding, and took their revenge in 

disparaging minutes. In fact, the dominions were a critical element in 

British world power. The remarkable loyalty of the ‘overseas British’ 

and their economic efficiency made them the most reliable overseas 

part of the whole British world-system, contributing a million men for 

military service in the First World War (as many as India), and more 

in the Second, as well as (from Canada especially) vital industrial and 

financial resources. 
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British world power, to put the matter more starkly, required 

the cooperation of each of these elements and the resources they 

offered — material and psychological. When they fell away, collapsed 

or seceded (as largely happened between 1940 and 1947), that world 

power soon ended. Three further points, however, need to be made. 

The first is that those long-favoured categories of ‘imperialism’ and 

‘nationalism’ as the binary opposites of imperial history are of limited 

value in making sense of this story. In much of their overseas system, 

the British could make little use (even if they wanted to) of coercive 

methods or authoritarian rule. Among those British ‘imperialists’ for 

whom ‘closer union’ with the settlement colonies was the greatest prior- 

ity, sharing London’s command of foreign affairs and defence through 

a federal system was the favoured solution. Secondly, although ‘nation- 

alist’ histories make much of resistance, and eagerly trace the genealogy 

of independence movements back to the earliest phases of colonial rule, 

most of those who were politically active in colonial societies were far 

more ambivalent. For some, foreign rule had been a political and cul- 

tural bonanza, displacing the power of groups they disliked more. Thus 

many Bengali Hindus felt liberated from the Muslim regime that Clive 

had defeated. For others, nationalist activity was primarily ‘tactical’ — 

to obtain specific concessions — not ‘strategic’ — to forge a separate 

sovereign state. Nor is this surprising. For the third point to make is 

that, until very late in the day (the early 1940s is the likeliest time), 

it seemed wisest to assume that British world power would remain 

exceptionally formidable, that escape from its orbit would be excep- 

tionally difficult, and that, in a world of predatory powers, the imperial 

frying-pan was not the worst place to be. It was much more realistic 

to seek the widest autonomy that the British system had to offer than 

to strive for the grail of an unimaginable sovereignty. With the excep- 

tion of Jawaharlal Nehru, who dreamt of a Marxist millennium, and 

of Subhas Chandra Bose, the Indian nationalist leadership of the 1920s 

and 1930s showed an indifference to the international scene that seems 

amazing in retrospect. 

What difference does it make to the history of British imperialism if we 

approach it in the way that has just been sketched out? The argument 
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here is that we can take a more realistic view of Britain’s imperial power 
if we keep its main elements in a single field of action. That might also 
lead us towards somewhat different conclusions on at least five aspects 
of the imperial past. 

First, it might allow us to see more clearly than before that 

Britain’s place in the world was not simply a consequence of Britain’s 

‘own’ power and its ability to impose it wholesale on the rest of the 

globe. Instead, the key to British power lay in combining the strength 

of its overseas components with that of the imperial centre, and man- 

aging them — not commanding them — through the various linkages of 

‘imperial politics’: some persuasive, some coercive, some official, some 

unofficial. Stripped of those assets that lay outside the direct control 

of the administrators in Whitehall, British power in the world would 

have been feeble indeed. The rest depended upon the willingness of 

political and business elites in different parts of the world to acknowl- 

edge the benefits that membership of the British system conferred, and 

concede — sometimes grudgingly — that its various costs were worth- 

while. Of course, that willingness was bound to depend upon the gen- 

eral equilibrium of the whole British system, and Britain’s ability to 

meet its large share of the overall burden. 

Secondly, adopting this view allows us to form a clearer impres- 

sion of the actual trajectory of British world power, both its rise and 

its decline. In one school of thought, British world power performed 

a long diminuendo from its brief mid-Victorian triumph.® In another, 

the Edwardian era saw the last fading chance to stave off decline, but 

one thrown away by the weakness or blindness of the ‘weary Titan’s’ 

own political leaders.? A third proclaims that British power reached its 

apogee in the inter-war years.'° A fourth was that the gradual decline 

of those years was briefly reversed in the Second World War before a 

final sudden descent.*' A fifth was that the British clung on by hook or 

by crook until the final surrender of their ‘role’ east of Suez in the late 

1960s. Each case has its merits. But, if we ask when each part of the 

British system could contribute the most to its overall power, it seems 

clear that neither the ‘white dominions’ nor the mercantile and property 

empire over which the City presided counted for much before the later 

nineteenth century, and that the contribution of India, in economic and 

military terms, also rose in that period. By the inter-war years, in a 

much harsher environment, there were clear signs of strain, alleviated 

in part by the weakness of Britain’s main rivals until very late in the 
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day. But the real turning point came with the strategic catastrophe of 

1940-2. Britain’s drastic defeat as a European power, the forced liqui- 

dation of the most valuable parts of its property empire, the lapse of its 

claim to the (more or less) unconditional loyalty of the overseas domin- 

ions, and the irrecoverable offer of independence to India to meet the 

desperate emergency of 1942, marked the practical end of the British 

system created in the mid-nineteenth century. That empire that hung on 

after 1945 was built from different (and much more fragile) materials. 

It relied far more than before upon the efforts of Britain itself, not least 

the diverting of so much of its manpower into a conscript army and 

the arduous struggle to earn more from merchandise exports than ever 

before. It also imposed new burdens on the least-developed parts of the 

pre-war system. Above all, it depended upon the goodwill and assis- 

tance of a far stronger world power, less and less willing to concede 

even the shadow of parity to its debilitated partner. 

Thirdly, a ‘systemic’ view of British imperialism places Britain 

itself in a different perspective. It serves to remind us that Britain’s 

attachment to empire should not be taken for granted, and that taking 

part in the system had variable costs and benefits for different sections 

of British society. It points up the fact that the overseas elements of 

British world power were quite different in kind and required quite 

different types of ‘British connection’. To assume that the British at 

home treated their property empire, the settler societies of the white 

dominions, and their ‘Indian empire’, as a single set of possessions, or 

applied in each case a uniform imperial ideology, would be a basic (but 

all too common) mistake. For one thing, these different components 

had built up informal alliances inside British society whose outlook and 

influence varied considerably. For another, the British interests at play 

were themselves markedly different. For example, the large fragment 

of British society with friends or relations in the great emigrant flow 

to Canada after 1900 had little in common with the narrow elite that 

championed the interests of the ‘Civilian Raj’, or with the shareholders 

and bondholders who had tied up their fortunes with Argentine railways 

or funds in Peru. 

Viewed in this light, it is hard to see how the sometimes furious 

debate about whether (and how far) Britain itself was ‘imperialised’ can 

be settled one way or the other. On the part of some writers, huge claims 

have been made about the implanting at home of racial, social and sex- 

ual values derived from imperial domination abroad. The speculative 
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(not to say intuitive) basis for a good deal of this writing,’ its flimsy 
dependence upon a handful of texts, and the methodological error 
of abstracting fragments of evidence from their broader cultural con- 
text, have rightly been criticised — recently and trenchantly in Bernard 
Porter’s The Absent-Minded Imperialists,'} which insisted that enthu- 

siasm for imperial rule was confined to a limited section of the upper 

classes. But it is equally true that, if we define empire more broadly (to 

include self-governing colonies and zones of economic preponderance), 

a much wider constituency saw Britain’s fate as tied up with its overseas 

interests and assumed, for example, the unchallengeable right of British 

migrants abroad to seize and fill up the lands of indigenous peoples. 

How far these different conceptions and connections of empire helped 

to ‘constitute’ British society is indeed a moot point. It can hardly be 

doubted that the sense of being part of a larger political world extend- 

ing far beyond Britain was very widely diffused. Only the most obtuse 

of newspaper readers (perhaps three million adults by 1830)'4 could 

have failed to notice that external events often intruded upon their 

domestic activities. Entrenched vested interests, often commanding a 

loud public voice, could play upon this awareness of a ‘greater’ Britain 

on whose power and prestige ‘little’ England depended. But they could 

not assume a broad public sympathy for all types of empire and on 

every occasion. Nor of course did the ‘imperial interest’ speak with 

one voice or express a single concern. If Britain was ‘constituted’ by 

its empire we should have to consider how far its ‘constitution’ was 

shaped by flows of migration (and their return), a sense of pan-British 

identity, the appeal of free trade (as a source of cheap overseas food), 

and the claims of evangelical Christianity on the conscience and purse 

of domestic society, as well as by the vicarious pleasures of lording over 

‘lesser breeds without the law’. On those grounds alone, the fashionable 

notion that the least attractive aspects of modern British culture can be 

traced directly to its unsavoury imperial past, should only appeal to 

those who like their history kept simple. 

Fourthly, while the importance of India and of the ‘empire of 

commerce’ are a familiar theme in almost all modern accounts of British 

world power, the place of the white dominions has been all but ignored 

by two generations of imperial historiography.'> At best, the overseas 

British have appeared in the guise of ‘pre-fabricated collaborators’, 

copying the habits and consuming the products of the industrial Britain 

in whose mould they were formed.*® In a characteristically witty aside, 
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the most brilliant historian of modern British imperialism dismissed 

Anglo-dominion relations as a question of ‘treaties about halibut’.’7 

Revision is long overdue. The dominions cannot be fitted into the 

Procrustean bed of ‘imperial collaboration’. Nor can their contribu- 

tion to British world power be treated as less important than India’s. 

In four dominions out of five (including Newfoundland), commitment 

to the British cause in 1914 was a matter not of elite calculation but 

of popular will. And, unlike the rest of the empire, the dominions were 

willing and able to sustain a large-scale war effort in manpower and 

materiel during the system’s great crisis, and to do so moreover at their 

own expense. It was the will and the means to identify their interests 

with those of Britain, and at huge physical cost, that made the domin- 

ions so special. It was only once Britain could no longer make good 

its claim on their loyalty, or had signalled a new orientation towards 

Europe," that their attachment began to corrode. 

Finally, by thinking in terms of a British system of world power, 

not of a bundle of territories superintended from London, we can make 

some better sense of the final strange phase of British imperialism: the 

zigzags and u-turns after the Second World War. As we have seen, 

with the loss of so many overseas assets, the independence of India, 

the dominions’ strategic dependence upon the United States, the eclipse 

of Britain itself as a great naval power, and its renewed vulnerability 

to external attack, the pre-war British system had almost completely 

collapsed. Yet there was also the need, and (as it seemed) the scope, to 

construct a new one, to restore British security and British prosperity. 

This was why the British pressed into service colonial regions that had 

previously been of only marginal value in tropical Africa, tropical Asia 

and the Middle East. The Middle East was a special case. The British 

had been drawn deeper and deeper into this crossroads sub-continent 

with its layer upon layer of cultures, religions and peoples. They had 

rushed in to protect their short sea route to India through the Suez 

Canal and occupied Egypt in 1882. They fought an arduous war after 

1914 to protect the approaches to Egypt and the Persian Gulf against 

Germany’s Ottoman ally. In the year of imperial crisis in 1918 — a 

1940 that might have been — they extended their reach as far north as 

the Caspian to pre-empt a German advance from the broken empire of 

Russia. In the inter-war years, they clung to much of their takings. After 

1945, in far gloomier conditions, they had a powerful motive to hang 

on regardless. Now the Middle East was a base from which to defend 
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Britain itself against the daunting threat from the east. But the costs 
and risks of it all, like the costs and risks of ruling the tropical colonies 
much more intensely, fell entirely on Britain. The balance of safety 
became agonisingly narrow. A forward move by a rival great power 
(hostile or friendly), a show of resistance by local nationalist leaders, 
an open quarrel with an indispensable ally, a spasm of weakness in 

an overstrained economy: each was enough to produce symptoms of 

crisis. Fifteen years after the Second World War, the effort to build a 

new British world-system had come to little or nothing. By 1960, it was 

only a question of how to preserve as much influence as possible in a 

superpower world. 

But why begin the history of Britain’s world-system in the 1830s and 

1840s? After all, Adam Smith, from whose sceptical phrase this book 

takes its main title, saw the discovery of America and the rounding of 

the Cape as decisive moments in the history of the world. By the 1770s, 

when The Wealth of Nations was published, the British had won a great 

North American empire, and were in the process of seizing a second 

vast empire on the Indian sub-continent. If they had lost much of the 

first by the mid-1780s, they had certainly gained a good deal of the 

second. Between 1783 and 1815, they added much more to this haul: 

Eastern Australia (annexed in 1788); the Cape Colony (taken for good 

in 1806); Trinidad and Mauritius; Penang (in modern Malaysia); and 

Malta and the Ionian islands in the Mediterranean. They ejected the 

French from Syria and Egypt; sent their (Indian) navy into the Persian 

Gulf; and made an abortive attempt to ‘liberate’ Buenos Aires from 

Spanish imperial rule. By 1818, with the final defeat of the Maratha 

confederacy, their East India Company was the dominant power in 

South Asia. If the exertion of military power all over the globe is the 

test of world power, a strong case can be made for this earlier period.'? 

Nor was Britain itself without obvious signs of embracing this 

imperial and global role. The attempt to reassert British authority over 

the American colonies had evoked very mixed feelings in opinion at 

home, while the ‘oriental’ corruption of the ‘nabobs’ in India aroused 

the resentment on which Burke sought to play in the impeachment 

of Hastings. Adam Smith’s famous tract denounced the ‘mercantilist’ 
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equation between political empire and commercial expansion. But, with 

the onset of world war in the 1790s, the huge mobilisation of manpower 

and money for the struggle with France, the vast scope of the conflict —in 

every continent — swept away any doubt that Britain’s survival required 

a military effort over much of the globe. The old empire of settlement (of 

which only a rump remained) paled in comparison with the new empire 

of conquest. What was taken by military force would have to be kept 

by arbitrary power. The untrammelled authority of British officials, not 

local self-government by elected politicians, became the constitutional 

rule. 

Of course, this ‘empire of authority’ of which the great sym- 

bol was India remained a key element in British world power almost 

until its demise. But it would be wrong to see it as the dominant or 

even representative element. In a longer view, the militarist ethos of 

1790-1815 was a transient phase: it soon came under domestic attack 

once peace and depression set in. The following decades saw the steady 

restriction of governors’ powers except in the poorest or most vulner- 

able outposts. The 1790s to the 1820s was an age of crisis and strain. 

It was less the classical era of British world power than its turbulent 

pre-history, when prevailing conditions remained very uncertain. In the 

1830s and 1840s, by contrast, most of the favourable conditions had 

begun to converge for the growth of the loose decentralised construct 

that sustained British world power into the 1940s. 

The first and most fundamental was the new balance of power 

and wealth across Eurasia. China’s defeat in the first opium war (1839- 

42), however partial, signalled that East Asia would be a passive actor in 

world politics for the foreseeable future. The implications were massive. 

Peking had lost by default the chance to invoke great power diplomacy 

to restrain its unwelcome new sea-borne neighbour. British interests 

could press forward in maritime East Asia against only local resistance. 

The value of India as the base from which to project British power 

in the East had been strikingly vindicated. At almost the same time, 

the prolonged ‘Eastern crisis’ of 1830-41 confirmed the fragility of the 

Ottoman and Iranian empires, and the wide new scope for British trade 

and diplomacy in Egypt and the Middle East. The Eastern crisis was also 

a critical test of the post-Napoleonic order in Europe. What it revealed 

was not the existence of British hegemony (that luxuriant myth of 

current historiography) but a pattern of European politics which, while 

not free from conflict, disfavoured both a grand coalition against Britain 
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(a constant threat between 1778 and 1814) and recourse to a general 
war. Although their European diplomacy was intermittently stressful, 
the British were able to distribute their military power across the globe 
(and lock up much of their army in India after 1860) on the cheerful 
assumption that domestic invasion was at worst a remote possibility. In 

the Americas, too, the geopolitical climate after 1830 was much more 

propitious. The new Latin American states were now fully detached 

from their old masters in Europe, and thrown open (in theory at least) 

to British influence and trade. With the anglo-settler republic in North 

America, relations were more fractious. But the headlong expansion 

of the ‘slave south’ (the main source of Lancashire cotton) and the 

commercial Northeast (with its close ties to London and Liverpool) 

had created a sufficient degree of mutual dependence to avert renewal 

of the frontier and maritime warfare of 1812-14, despite the prolonged 

crisis in Canada and the territorial disputes in Maine and Oregon. An 

American war, as the British well knew, would have been a strategic 

catastrophe with global effects. 

The other conditions can be listed more briefly. The scale of 

Britain’s industrialisation after 1830 was critical (a simple index of this 

is the production of pig iron: 1796: 125,000 tons; 1830: 677,000 tons; 

1860: 3.8 million tons*°). Pre-industrial empires required an abundance 

of coercive force to suppress rebellion and repel external attack. Even 

close commercial and cultural ties were no guarantee of colonial loy- 

alty, as the Thirteen Colonies had shown. Industrialism changed the 

context and equation of imperial power. It increased the dependence 

of ‘colonial’ economies, and encouraged their development in every 

world region. It facilitated the global projection of military power far 

beyond the old limits of wind-powered warships, and greatly cheapened 

its use once telegraph, steamship and railway could shuttle informa- 

tion and manpower swiftly across vast distances. It turned the demo- 

graphic imperialism of settler societies from a slow laborious advance 

into a Blitzkrieg invasion, swamping local resistance and transforming 

faraway natural environments into ‘neo-Europes’ and ‘new Britains’. 

It hugely reinforced the cultural prestige of the imperial rulers, and 

(through the new technologies of communication) increased the volume 

and intensity of their cultural impact. Industrialisation was also closely 

connected with two other pre-conditions for the growth of Britain’s 

world-system: the great British out-migration and the export of capital. 

Not until the 1830s and 1840s did the annual trickle of migrants begin 
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to swell into the flood that helped build a ‘British world’. Not till the 

1850s and 1860s were the funds coming to hand to build the City’s 

great property empire abroad. In short, without the geopolitical and 

‘seo-economic’ conditions which Britain was peculiarly well placed to 

exploit, but which had scarcely developed before 1830, British expan- 

sion would indeed have remained ‘not an empire, but the project of 

an empire; not a gold mine, but the project of a gold mine’. With- 

out them, the only safe course for Britain would have been, in Adam 

Smith’s words, ‘to accommodate her future views and designs to the 

real mediocrity of her circumstances’.** 

In the story that follows, Part I attempts to describe how a British 

system emerged in the long ‘Victorian peace’ (a relative term to Zulus, 

Ashanti, Sudanese, Ethiopians, Egyptians, Aborigines, Maori, Indians, 

Burmese, Chinese and others) up to 1914. Part II traces its fate in the 

‘age of iron’ that followed. 



Part | 
Towards ‘The Sceptre of the World’: the elements of Empire 
in the long nineteenth century 





1 VICTORIAN ORIGINS 

After mercantilism 

From the 1830s onwards, the Victorians gradually transformed their 

sprawling legacy of war and mercantilism into a world-system much 

of whose fabric survived into the late r940s. Yet they did not do so 

to a conscious plan, nor under the influence of a master ideology. 

Victorian imperialists were drawn from different interests and classes. 

They were driven by motives that were at times contradictory. Rival 

visions of empire pulled them in different directions. Nor could they 

count on a source of irresistible power to carry them forward wherever 

they chose. British firepower and capital formed a limited stock for 

which, at any one time, there were competing demands. The scope 

for enlarging British influence or territory was not just a function of 

British wishes or needs. It also depended upon many factors and forces 

outside the control of — perhaps even unknown to — British interests and 

agents. Hence, much of their handiwork followed the law of unintended 

consequences. However clear-sighted the prophet, it would not have 

been easy to foresee the path followed by British expansion between 

1830 and 1880. It would have been harder still to envisage the societies 

that it helped to create both overseas and at home in the British Isles. 

The imperial system that the Victorians made emerged by default not 

from design. 

Once we concede that there was nothing inevitable about the 

extraordinary course of Victorian imperialism, we can begin to explore 

the gravitational field that governed British expansion: propelling it 

forward in some places; holding it back in others; bending and twisting 

its impact; raising or lowering its costs; imposing or concealing its con- 

temporary meaning. The starting point must be the play of geopolitical 
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pressures. Victorian Britain was a powerful state, but it was not all- 

powerful, and much nonsense is talked of Victorian ‘hegemony’. Even 

a minister as aggressive as Lord Palmerston, whose belligerent rhetoric 

is sometimes naively equated with his conduct of policy, was always 

acutely aware that British strength had its limits, especially on land. 

Victorian statesmen avoided confrontation with other strong powers 

whenever they could. Those who schemed for the extension of colonial 

territory looked first to the regions where little resistance was feared, or 

where the British already commanded the main geographical gateways. 

Secondly, it would be a mistake to imagine that the moves to expand 

Britain’s spheres of rule, protection or semi-free trade were part of 

a programme or policy invented in Whitehall. Much more important 

was the pressure exerted by the old networks and lobbies that managed 

Britain’s overseas interests and the new ones that sprang up to pro- 

mote commercial, land-seeking, emigrant, humanitarian, missionary or 

scientific enterprise. The annexation of New Zealand, the first ‘opium 

war’ against China, and Britain’s maritime presence on the west coast 

of Africa, reflected the strength of these lobbies, and their power to 

bend the ‘official mind’ to their will. Yet the fate of these schemes, and 

of many others besides, was also determined by a third force at work. 

The ‘men on the spot’, in the bridgeheads of trade, settlement, religion 

or rule, had to marshal the ‘investments’ (of money, men, credit or 

force) transmitted from Britain and use them to leverage added local 

resources. How successful they were in exploiting the trade, settling 

the land, tapping the revenue or enlisting the manpower of the regions 

around them decided how fast their bridgeheads would grow — and how 

much appeal they would have to those with influence at home. Indeed, 

building their ‘connection’ in London, winning over the press and pub- 

lic opinion, and cementing their ties with a favourable lobby, were a 

constant concern. The supreme practitioner of this ‘bridgehead politics’ 

after 1880 was to be Cecil Rhodes. But he had many precursors. 

Left to itself, expansion of this kind was likely to throw up a 

whole series of ‘sub-empires’: offshoots of influence, occupation and 

rule wherever British interests could gain a favourable purchase. By 

the mid-nineteenth century, there were clusters of British merchants 

spread around the world from China to Peru, entrenched more or less 

in the overseas trade of formally sovereign states. There was a clutch 

of free-ports under British jurisdiction, where British merchants (and 

others) strove to gather the trade of the neighbouring region: Gibraltar, 
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Singapore and Hong Kong. There was a mass of (mostly) small settle- 
ments scattered across the enormous territories claimed or conquered 
as British ‘possessions’ and annexed to the Crown: ‘British’ North 

America (comprising the huge tracts ‘ruled’ by the Hudson’s Bay Com- 

pany west of the Great Lakes as well as ‘the Canadas’ — modern Ontario 

and Quebec - and the four maritime provinces); Australia (perhaps 

one million immigrants along the ‘boomerang coast’ from Brisbane to 

Adelaide); New Zealand (a dozen small colonies mainly linked by the 

sea); and South Africa (where a handful of British in the Cape Colony 

and Natal lived with the more numerous ‘Dutch’ in a tense and often 

violent relation with the black communities within and beyond the 

colonial frontier). There were the old plantation colonies of the British 

West Indies, once the jewel in the imperial crown, but (with free trade 

in sugar and the loss of slave labour) now falling behind their economic 

competitors (Brazil and Cuba retained their slaves until late in the cen- 

tury). And there was India, still ruled by the Company (until 1858) 

with its huge ‘sepoy’ army, a great conquest state whose influence was 

exerted spasmodically on the arc of territories from Aden (annexed to 

Bombay in 1839) in the west to Singapore (ruled from Calcutta until 

1867) in the east. In what sense, we might ask, was this disparate collec- 

tion of ‘work camps in the wilderness’, mercantile agencies, mildewed 

plantations, treaty-ports and port-cities, coaling stations and bases, 

fractious semi-protectorates and one huge garrison state to be con- 

sidered an ‘empire’? Yet, by the late nineteenth century, this ‘project 

of an empire’ (in Adam Smith’s phrase) had become a world-system. 

Its component parts assumed increasingly specialised roles. They fitted 

together in ways that maximised Britain’s power in the world. How 

had this happened? 

Of the likeliest causes, perhaps three were decisive. The first 

was the greater integration permitted by technical advance and institu- 

tional change. The telegraph, steamship and railway speeded the flows 

of goods, information and people (as well as military force) between the 

imperial centre and its outlying parts. The rise of an international capital 

market in London, and its vast ‘information exchange’ (of newspapers, 

news agencies, specialised journals, commercial intelligence and promo- 

tional literature) increased the dependence of colonial or semi-colonial 

regions on this grand metropolis. When competing for markets, money 

and (in the case of settler countries) men, or if claiming the support and 

sympathy of the ‘imperial factor’ in their local affairs, they had to ‘sell’ 
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themselves as net contributors to the larger ‘British world’, promising 

profits, goods or services not on offer elsewhere. The second influence 

at work was connected with this. The way that empire was imagined by 

the 1870s revealed the drawing of ever sharper distinctions between the 

economic trajectory, social development and political status to which 

different regions could aspire. J. R. Seeley’s famous denial that the 

‘kith and kin’ settlements of ‘Greater Britain’ (the phrase was coined by 

Charles Dilke in 1869") were an empire at all was one symptom of this. 

Indian demands for an equal place in what Dadabhai Naoroji called 

the ‘imperial firm’,? and the angry rejection of a constitutional status 

below the internal self-government enjoyed by most settler societies, 

showed how quickly the implications of this were detected elsewhere. 

Thirdly, from the late 1860s onwards, the British began to think more 

systematically about the defence of their widely scattered possessions. 

One committee (in 1867) enquired into the prospects of organising a 

‘Force of Asiatic Troops for General Service in Suitable Climates’ (to 

replace British garrisons). In the late 1870s, the Royal Commission on 

Colonial Defence, spurred on by the fear of Russian advance, debated 

what contribution the colonies should make to their own protection. 

As the novel conception of ‘imperial defence’ began to take shape, 

India’s role as the ‘imperial strategic reserve’ in the world east of Suez 

became the dominant element in British plans for its future. The pres- 

sures of world politics, like those of the new ‘world economy’ (whose 

emergence may be dated from c.1870), pushed and prodded the mid- 

Victorians’ forward rush into the late Victorians’ world-system 

The geopolitics of expansion 

Britain’s global position after 1815 has often been seen as almost prodi- 

gally favourable in geopolitical terms: conferring free movement in 

almost any direction. It was certainly true that the era of world war 

between 1793 and 1815 had brought the British some remarkable win- 

nings. They handed back Java and the other Dutch colonies in Southeast 

Asia as a dowry for the new Netherlands kingdom (modern Belgium 

and the Netherlands) that was meant to serve as the northern barrier to 

renewed French expansion. But they kept Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Mauri- 

tius and the Cape as a way of preventing the return of French sea-power 

to the Indian Ocean in any foreseeable future. In the Mediterranean, 
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with their hands on the Ionian islands, and above all on Malta with 
its Grand Harbour, they could keep their navy in the eastern part of 
the sea astride the main maritime route to the Straits and Egypt. In 
the North Atlantic, they already controlled (in Halifax and the British 

Caribbean) the bases from which to watch the American seaboard. The 

collapse of Spain, and the client status of Portugal, had now opened 

the South Atlantic coast to British maritime influence in Brazil and 

La Plata and (with the occupation of the Falkland Islands in 1833) 

gave them a guard-post that commanded Cape Horn. In themselves, 

the territories that the British acquired were not of great value and 

had small or poor populations. But their geostrategic meaning was 

huge. Their capture by Britain signalled the end of the mercantilist 

order that had partitioned Europe’s seaborne trade with the Americas 

and Asia between the closed economic empires of Spain, Portugal, the 

Netherlands, France and Britain. The age of ‘free’ trade was about to 

begin. 

If the British had blasted open the path to unlimited commerce 

with the world beyond Europe, it also looked by the 1820s and 1830s 

as if the regimes at the far end of their long-distance sea-lanes had 

become more receptive, or at least more vulnerable, to their trade and 

diplomacy. In those decades, it seemed as if vast new worlds were now 

ready to be explored, exploited, colonised or converted. The successive 

opening up to travel and trade of Central and South America, the 

Niger, the South African interior, parts of the Middle East (especially 

Egypt), the Persian Gulf, Central Asia, New Zealand, the North Pacific 

and China promised a global revolution of which Britain was likely to 

be the main beneficiary. ‘The situation of Great Britain’, remarked a 

parliamentary committee in 1837, ‘brings her beyond any other power 

into communication with the uncivilised nations of the earth.’> With 

command of the sea, a lion’s share of inter-continental trade and a 

long lead in the use of industrial techniques, the British had the means 

(or so hindsight has often suggested) to make a universal empire along 

the lines they chose. With little to fear from any European rival, and 

the means to beat down any local resistance, they would become the 

hegemon, the invincible power. 

A closer inspection makes for a more sober assessment. It 

was true that, since the naval triumph at Trafalgar, Britain’s maritime 

strength made it hard for any other European state to attack its far-flung 

possessions by sea. The diplomacy of George Canning (British foreign 



28 / Towards ‘The Sceptre of the World’ 

minister, 1822-7) was intended to exploit this advantage and restrict 

Britain’s European neighbours to the affairs of their continent. Britain 

alone of the European powers would have position and influence in 

the world beyond: this was why it was so urgent to establish friendly 

relations with the newly independent states in Latin America.° But, if 

Canning had hoped that Britain’s command of the New World would 

allow it to cast off the burdens of the Old, his successors (Canning 

died in 1827) learned a different lesson. His pupil, Lord Palmerston, 

faced a series of crises in Europe that threatened most of the gains 

of 1815. After 1830, the Belgian revolt tore in half the Netherlands 

kingdom — the guard-dog created against French domination of the 

Low Countries (and the invasion route to Britain). Spain and Portugal, 

saved from Napoleon by Wellington’s army, seemed likely to fall under 

conservative monarchs who would look to Austria, Russia or even to 

France rather than to Britain. The Ottoman Empire seemed about to 

break up, with Egypt and Syria falling to Mehemet Ali (suspected by 

London to be a client of France) and the rest of the empire — including 

the Straits — remaining under the sultan, now reduced by misfortune 

to dependence on Russia. Britain lacked the means to act decisively, 

however vital its interests in the Eastern Mediterranean. ‘It was not in 

our power, already engaged in the affairs of Belgium and Portugal, to 

enter into a third business of this kind’, the British prime minister told 

Palmerston in April 1833. ‘We had no available force for such a [com- 

mitment] and I am quite sure that Parliament would not have granted 

us one.’” Instead, it was laborious diplomacy, the skilful exploitation of 

Russo-French rivalry and the mutual exhaustion of the local protago- 

nists that brought Palmerston his triumph in 1840-1. Ottoman revival 

and Mehemet Ali’s defeat restored the regional balance and secured 

the prime British interest in excluding any other great power from a 

dominant influence in the Eastern Mediterranean or on the land-bridge 

to India. In much the same way, Palmerston used the hostility of the 

‘Eastern Powers’ (Prussia, Austria and Russia) towards France to 

entrench the independence and neutrality of the new Belgian state in 

the 1839 treaty. 

The tense diplomacy of 1830-41 showed that British prestige 

and security, and the safety of their lines of communication with the 

outer world, depended upon an active diplomacy in Europe, not a pas- 

sive enjoyment of Europe’s internal divisions, let alone the assertion 

of London’s irresistible will. In the world beyond Europe, as much 
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as in Europe itself, British leaders had to reckon with the ambitions 
of three large states as eager as they were to extend the sphere of 
their influence. France, Russia and the United States, Palmerston told 
the House of Commons in 1858, were ‘three great... powers. ..so 
far independent of naval warfare that even a naval reverse does not 

materially affect them’.® Each had the means to disrupt British influ- 

ence or cut down its scope. Of the three, it was France that was 

the most potentially dangerous, although hopes of a liberal alliance — 

what Palmerston once called ‘a Western Confederacy of free states’? — 

periodically lulled British suspicion that Napoleonic ambitions still lin- 

gered in Paris. But French influence and interests in Belgium, Spain and 

Italy, the occupation of Algiers (in 1830) and the special connection 

with Egypt were a constant factor in British diplomacy. The reputa- 

tion and size of France’s military machine, its volatile politics (with five 

regime changes between 1815 and 1851), its revolutionary tradition, 

and the influence derived from its enormous cultural prestige, made for 

uneasy and often irritable relations. ‘Nothing can be settled in Europe or 

the Levant without war’, the Duke of Wellington told Peel (then prime 

minister) in 1845, ‘unless by good understanding with France; nor can 

any question be settled in other parts of the world, excepting by the 

good understanding between France and this country.’?° French public 

opinion was thought dangerously febrile: ‘a certain number of turbulent 

men, without profession, occupation or principles, idle and thoroughly 

demoralized, passing their time in reading newspapers and talking 

politics... give a fictitious character to public opinion’, said Palmer- 

ston, quoting Guizot."' The French government, said Peel, had ‘very 

little control over the popular will, and equally little over its servants, 

military, naval and diplomatic’.'* That France was also a naval power, 

active in the Pacific, Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean, increased the 

danger of collision and a storm in the press. A French squadron block- 

aded the River Plate estuary in the late 1830s. In the second Western 

war against China in 1856-60, the French presence in East Asia was 

as large as the British. More serious was the risk that France would 

exploit Anglo-American tensions. Most frightening of all, at least for 

a time, was the fear that the application of steam power would allow 

France to reverse Britain’s historic naval advantage and open the way 

for a Blitzkrieg invasion. 

Russia was not a colonial power in the maritime sense (except 

in Alaska, sold in 1867 to the United States). Its naval power outside 
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Europe was negligible. Russia had been the great counterweight to 

France in the struggle for Europe before 1815, to Britain’s great benefit. 

By the 1820s, however, the renewal of Russia’s southward expansion 

around the Black Sea, converging on the Straits, had become a major 

British obsession. The uncertain mood of the Ottoman government 

(often called ‘the Porte’ after the great gateway in Constantinople where 

its main offices were), the restless atmosphere of its European provinces 

and the open rebellion after 1830 of its over-mighty viceroy in Egypt, 

Mehemet Ali, all raised the prospect of a sudden implosion of Ottoman 

power. With the Tsar’s armies a few forced marches away, he was 

likely to take a lion’s share of the assets. With control of the Straits, 

the sympathy of Orthodox Greeks and Armenians (the main mercantile 

classes across the Near East), and a military grip on Eastern Anatolia, 

Russia would become the greatest power in the region, and the over- 

lordship of Persia would follow in due course. ‘I take Nicholas to 

be ambitious, bent upon great schemes, determined to make extensive 

additions to his dominions and, animated by the same hatred to England 

which was felt by Napoleon . . .. was Palmerston’s verdict in 1835.%3 

Whether Nicholas I and his ministers were really committed to the 

grand geopolitical designs attributed to them now seems unlikely. As 

an imperial power, Russia suffered from several obvious weaknesses, 

not least a backward economy, appalling communications, undigested 

minorities and a brittle and overstretched government.'* Knowing these 

defects, the Russians were afraid of encirclement and economic attrition 

and tried to pre-empt them. But Palmerston was not alone in believing 

that Russia had entered a critical phase in its pursuit of world power. 

‘Sooner or later’, he told a cabinet colleague, ‘the Cossak and the Sepoy, 

the man from the Baltic and he from the British islands will meet in the 

centre of Asia. It should be our business to make sure that the meeting 

is as far off from our Indian possessions as may be convenient.’'5 He 

hoped to exploit Russia’s defeat in the Crimean War (achieved with 

the help of French military power,*® not just to drive it away from the 

Straits but to expel it from the Caucasus, its gateway to Asia and the 

scene of savage war against the Chechen population. But there and in 

East Asia, where the Aigun treaty brought them closer to North China 

in the late 1850s, the Russians were already too strong to be fenced in 

in this way. 

The threat posed by Russia in the Middle East, and, by exten- 

sion, in Central Asia, acted as a magnet on British grand strategy, 
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sucking the British towards risky forward commitments where their 
naval advantage was hard to deploy. In the western hemisphere they 
faced a quite different rival. The American republic was a white set- 
tler state, decentralised, populist and territorially avaricious on no less a 
scale than Russia or Britain. Its leaders were deeply suspicious of Britain 

and (in the South) fiercely resentful of the British attack on the slave 

trade and slavery. Britain ‘is a great, opulent, and powerful nation’, 

declared Henry Clay of Kentucky, ‘but haughty, arrogant and supercil- 

ious. Not more separated from the rest of the world by the sea that girts 

her island than she is separated in feeling, sympathy or friendly consid- 

eration of their welfare.’'7 What the British called free trade ‘is a mere 

revival of the British colonial system, forced upon us... during the exis- 

tence of our colonial vassalage’.** American opinion regarded Britain’s 

colonial presence on the North American continent as an archaic sur- 

vival, futile and absurd: the 1812 war had been fought in part to expel it. 

But the Americans’ restless expansion was bound to impinge on spheres 

claimed or controlled by British-backed interests. In Oregon and on the 

Maine—New Brunswick border, an agreement became urgent in the mid- 

1840s. The Americans also suspected that the British meant to frustrate 

the absorption of Texas and California, both of them wrenched from 

Mexican hands, and had designs on Cuba, whose great harbour at 

Havana guarded the exit from the Gulf of Mexico, and the maritime 

highway between the Mississippi valley and Europe. ‘We must have 

Cuba. We can’t do without Cuba, [and] above all we must not suf- 

fer its transfer to Great Britain’, intoned James Buchanan, Secretary of 

State in the late 1840s.'9 And, as Clay had implied, many Americans 

resented their dependence upon British industrial goods and favoured 

a protectionist tariff. Henry C. Carey, the most influential economist 

in antebellum America, denounced free trade as a disastrous deflection 

of progress, diverting labour and funds away from local development 

into costly long-distance commerce.*° 

The British were not helpless against American pressure. Their 

main point of weakness was the threat of an invasion of Canada (mod- 

ern Ontario and Quebec) which was weakly defended and almost 

beyond the reach of reinforcements once winter set in and the St 

Lawrence River was frozen. But they had a deterrent: the use of naval 

power to bombard American sea-ports and blockade American trade. 

In the disputed Oregon country, there were few American settlers, 

while the Hudson’s Bay Company, with its forts and followers, had 



32 / Towards ‘The Sceptre of the World’ 

a significant presence. Yet, although the threats flew and relations at 

times seemed close to a rupture, three powerful constraints discour- 

aged British aggression. The first was the fear that an American conflict 

would encourage the other great powers — especially France — to join 

in against Britain: this was exactly what had happened in the Revo- 

lutionary War of 1775-83. Nervousness about France helped to push 

the British into settling the Oregon question to American satisfaction 

in 1846.7" The second was the belief that (as Palmerston pointed out 

in 1858) British sea-power would be of only limited value if it came 

to a fight. The best the British could do in periods of tension was to 

reinforce their Canadian garrison to show they meant business.** The 

third was the sense that an American war, however successful, would 

be self-defeating. It was no coincidence that the emissary sent to resolve 

the boundary dispute over Maine was Lord Ashburton, a senior mem- 

ber of the Baring family and a banker with wide American contacts 

(he had helped to negotiate the Louisiana Purchase in 1803). Blockad- 

ing American trade would inflict spectacular damage on the British 

economy. Thus the balance of strength in North America, while far 

from one-sided, decisively moulded the shape of British expansion. It 

set strict limits to the territorial growth of British North America and 

made its prosperity dependent in part on the economic goodwill of its 

great southern neighbour. Secondly, it ruled out any chance of coercing 

America into adopting free trade. The commercial and industrial power 

of the ‘Old Northeast’, centred on New York, was already a rival to 

that of Britain itself.*3 A high tariff barrier checked British exports and 

steadily increased the imbalance of trade in America’s favour. And it 

was from New York, not London or Liverpool, that the trade of the 

‘Cotton Kingdom’ (Lancashire’s great partner) was managed.*4 In this 

richest of continents, the ‘imperialism of free trade’ had been stopped 

in its tracks. 

Of course, there were places where the British had little to 

fear from the interference of France, Russia or the United States, 

although fewer perhaps than appeared at first sight. Palmerston ruled 

out the invasion of Persia (to stop it seizing Afghan Herat) in 1838 

on the ground that it would only drive the shah closer to Russia. 

Instead, Afghanistan was to be ‘saved’ by an invasion from India — 

a costly calamity. Once the Russians were entrenched to the north of 

Manchuria, their reluctance to support the Anglo-French coercion of 

Peking eased the pressure on the Manchu court.*5 Even where and when 
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the British were free to apply their military power, they had to weigh up 
its costs against any possible gain. Their great asset was the Navy. Most 
of its powerful units had to be kept at home or in the Mediterranean to 
watch the French and the Russians. But, with nearly 200 ships, there 

were plenty to spare. A squadron blockaded the River Plate estuary 

between 1843 and 1846. Brazil was blockaded in the 1850s to enforce 

a ban on the slave trade.*® Twenty gunboats on average patrolled the 

West African coast to stop the still-vigorous slave trade. The British 

assembled a fleet of forty ships (including numerous steamers) to force 

open China’s trade in the first opium war.*7? Yet naval power had its 

limitations. It could bombard, blockade and police the sea-lanes. But 

bombardment was risky and required heavy-weight firepower. A block- 

ade was as likely to damage British trade as to check errant rulers.*® 

The slave trade patrol produced embarrassingly feeble results: in the 

four years after 1864, it caught a total of nine slaves. The most striking 

success was perhaps against China in 1840-2. This was not because 

naval force could be used directly against the Ch’ing government. But, 

by entering the Yangtse and seizing its junction with the Grand Canal, 

the British could paralyse China’s internal commerce and bring the 

Emperor to terms. 

Away from the sea, the spearhead of power, and its last resort, 

was the British regular army. Its strength had drifted upwards from 

109,000 in 1829 to 140,000 by 1847.*? Between 25,000 and 33,000 

men were usually stationed in India (the number rose sharply dur- 

ing the Mutiny) as the praetorian guard of Company rule. A smaller 

number, perhaps 18,000, were at home in Britain. Much of the rest 

was scattered in packets across the colonies and Ireland (where around 

18,000 men were normally kept3°). This system depended, remarked 

an experienced general, on ‘our naval superiority, and our means of 

conveying troops with great rapidity from one part of the world to 

another, which multiplies, as it were, the strength of our army’.3" Even 

so, it was thinly stretched. Between 5,000 and 6,000 men defended 

Britain’s North American provinces. In the Cape Colony, the 400-mile 

frontier, where raiding and reprisal were constant between whites and 

blacks, was guarded by a single battalion of infantry too encumbered 

with equipment to chase cross-border intruders.** Its reinforcement was 

600 miles away in Cape Town and the whites in the region depended 

instead on their local commandos (volunteer bands of notorious feroc- 

ity) for defence and revenge. Twelve hundred men sent to New Zealand 
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in 1845 fought a pitched battle with Maori at Ruapekapeka in the 
North Island, but lacked the strength to compel their acceptance of 
British authority.3} In effect, the army was a collection of garrisons 
whose main purpose was to protect the colonies from attack by an 
imperial rival or a revolt from within (as in Ireland, French Canada and 
British-ruled India). Fifty thousand men were scraped together in 1854 

for the Anglo-French assault on Sebastopol, but, with that inglorious 

exception, the offensive power of the British on land was really pivoted 

on India, where the Company maintained an enormous army (until after 

the Mutiny of 1857) of some 200,000 men. The British regiments there 

could be combined with sepoy battalions to form a respectable force. 

Of the ten thousand men sent to China in 1842, the larger part were 

Indians. In the second China war (just after the Mutiny), they made up 

just under half of the British contingent. It was from India that expe- 

ditions could also be mounted into Persia, Afghanistan, Burma and 

Abyssinia. It was India that made the British a military and not just a 

naval power — but a military power whose active sphere was almost 

entirely confined to the world south and east of Suez. 

In the 1830s and 1840s, we can see that a certain geopolit- 

ical ‘logic’ was imposing a shape on Britain’s place in the world. In 

the official view from London, Europe bulked largest and posed the 

most danger. No set of ministers was likely to forget the lesson of what 

was still called the ‘Great War’. Their first priority was to preserve the 

chief gain of 1815 — and prevent the rise of a European hegemon. For 

all his bluster, Palmerston stood on the defensive in Europe, watching 

apprehensively over the Low Countries, Portugal, Spain and the East- 

ern Mediterranean. In North America, too, the British watchword was 

caution, lest the populist anarchy of American politics unleash an inva- 

sion which they would have to repel - perhaps at a difficult moment. 

Naval power was deployed on the South American coast in the 1840s 

and 1850s. But its utility in extending British influence there was open 

to question. The blockade of Brazil forced a stop on the slave trade but 

failed to induce a more liberal tariff.34 There was little enthusiasm for 

using military power to advance the colonial frontier. When the cost 

of the South African garrison shot up to over £1 million in the late 

1840s (as a result of its frontier wars), London quickly abandoned the 

highveld interior to the Boer republics. When Whitehall gave way to the 

urgent request from New Zealand in the mid-1860s, and sent 10,000 

men to crush Maori resistance, it did so expecting the cost to be borne 
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by the settler government in Wellington and was enraged when it was 

not.35 Only in the sphere where Indian power (both naval and military 

since the Persian Gulf was patrolled by the Bombay Marine and it was 

Company steamers that were sent to China in 1842) was available to 

them could British governments take the lead in advancing British influ- 

ence. Even there (as we have seen) the limits of action were narrow. 

Almost everywhere else, the task of building an empire, whether formal 

or not, fell to private interests at home and to the ‘men on the spot’. 

Making Empire at home: domestic sources of British expansion 

Commerce 

‘The great object of the Government in every quarter of the world was 

to extend the commerce of the country’, Palmerston told Parliament in 

1839.3° This was not a new doctrine. The close inter-relation between 

power and profit was proverbial wisdom. Few public men would have 

denied the connection between overseas trade and Britain’s strength as 

a state. The contribution of trade to taxable wealth, to Britain’s ability 

to subsidise allies in wartime, and to the vital reserve of skilled naval 

manpower, was well understood. Without overseas trade, empire was 

redundant, a futile extravagance. Trade was the source of most colonies’ 

revenue and helped to defray the cost of their garrisons. It could also 

be seen as a great arm of influence. ‘Not a bale of merchandise leaves 

our shores’, Richard Cobden declared in 1836, ‘but it bears the seeds 

of intelligence and fruitful thought to the members of some less enlight- 

ened community... [O]ur steamboats and our miraculous railways are 

the advertisements and vouchers of our enlightened institutions.’37 In 

the 1830s and 1840s, the expansion of overseas trade took on a new 

urgency. New markets were needed for the swiftly rising production of 

textiles and ironware, to avert depression, unemployment and strife in 

industrial districts. Britain’s domestic tranquillity required the growth 

of its trade. 

The leading role in promoting the expansion of trade was 

played not by governments but by merchant houses, especially those 

based in the largest ports: London, Liverpool and Glasgow. The sum 

of their efforts might be likened to creating a vast commercial repub- 

lic, embracing Britain’s empire but much else beyond. Its scale can be 

seen in the statistics for exports whose nominal value had risen from 
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some £38 million in 1830 to £60 million in 1845 and £122 million 
by 1857. They were matched by the fourfold increase between 1834 
and 1860 in the tonnage of shipping that used British ports.38 From 
its old concentration in the Atlantic basin, British mercantile enterprise 
had spread round the world by the mid-nineteenth century. In the late 
1840s, a census revealed around 1,500 British ‘houses’ abroad, nearly 

1,000 outside the European mainland, with 41 in Buenos Aires alone.39 

The most notable feature of this commercial expansion, apart from the 

overall increase in volume, was the shift towards markets in Asia and 

the Near East (up from 11 per cent of exports in 1825 to nearly 26 per 

cent in 1860) and in Africa and Australasia (up from 2 per cent to over 

II per cent). 

The speed with which British merchants moved out to search 

for new business, their success in constructing new commercial connec- 

tions and their dominant position in long-distance trade made Britain 

the great economic power of the nineteenth-century world. This great 

expansionist movement arose from the junction of favourable forces 

already apparent by the mid-1830s. British merchants were the immedi- 

ate gainers from the opening of the trade of Brazil and Spanish America 

during the Napoleonic War: indeed, wartime Brazil had been virtually 

a British protectorate. The release of British trade with India (1813), 

the Near East (1825) and China (1833) from the regime of chartered 

monopolies encouraged a flood of new enterprise. The rapid develop- 

ment of the American economy after 1815 was another huge benefit. 

With its favoured position at a maritime crossroads (where the shortest 

transatlantic route crossed the seaway linking the north and south of 

Europe), Britain became the main entrepot for the New World’s trade 

with the Old — just as it was for the seaborne trade between Europe and 

Asia until the cutting of the Suez Canal in 1869. By 1815, London had 

replaced Amsterdam as the financial centre of Europe, partly because 

of the wartime blockade of the European mainland, partly because it 

had been at the centre of a Europe-wide web of war loans and sub- 

sidies. The supply of long credit on easy terms from London was the 

key to business with regions where the local financing of long-distance 

trade was underdeveloped or lacking. Above all, by the 1830s, with 

the arrival of power-weaving, the British could undercut competition 

across the whole range of cotton manufactures (the most widely traded 

commodity), and break into new markets with products as much as 

two hundred times cheaper than the local supply. 
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The main agent of commerce was the commission merchant, 

usually in partnership. He took goods on consignment from manufac- 

turers at home and a share of the sale price when a buyer was found. In 

the 1830s and 1840s, there were powerful incentives to search hard for 

new outlets. Although Britain’s industrial output was growing, nearby 

markets in Europe were either closed altogether against foreign indus- 

trial goods, restricted by tariffs or comparatively stagnant. Some manu- 

facturers gave merchants a free hand to sell at cost price or less — a form 

of dumping.4° Armed with cheap credit, equipped with cheap goods, 

the merchants searched for customers wherever opportunity offered. Of 

course, the conditions they found were bound to vary enormously, and 

so did their methods. Henry Francis Fynn, a ship’s supercargo, went 

ashore at Delagoa Bay in 1822 and paddled up-river, looking for ivory 

to exchange with his trinkets and bolts of cloth.4" As late as the 1880s, 

some trade in West Africa was still conducted from ships sailing along 

the coast, waiting for locals to venture out through the surf.47 Few 

British traders ventured far inland or were allowed to do so by African 

middlemen resentful of interlopers. Much of Britain’s trade with the 

United States was soon in the hands of American merchants: the role of 

the British was to supply the finance, to become ‘merchant bankers’.#3 

In Latin America, British merchants sometimes went into partnership 

with local Creole merchants to widen their contacts and enlist local 

finance. In Brazil, British merchants quickly established a dominant 

position in the sugar and coffee trades, Brazil’s principal exports.44 In 

Canada, the fusion of the Hudson’s Bay Company and its Montreal 

rival, the North West Company, in 1821 built a powerful nexus of 

Anglo-Canadian businessmen including Edward ‘Bear’ Ellice (Palmer- 

ston’s béte noire), Andrew Colville, Sir George Simpson, Alexander 

Wedderburn (brother-in-law of the Earl of Selkirk), Curtis Lampson 

(a key figure in the laying of the Atlantic cable and grandfather of the 

proconsul Miles Lampson, Lord Killearn) and Alexander Matheson, 

nephew of the co-founder of Jardine Matheson, a Bank of England 

director, and the biggest fish in the China trade. In India, British mer- 

chants were usually partners in one of the ‘agency houses’ to be found 

in Calcutta and Madras, whose original purpose had been to remit 

home the earnings (one might almost say ‘winnings’) of the East India 

Company’s ‘servants’. Agency houses dealt with imports and exports 

but also acted as bankers to Europeans working in India and managed 

plantations and processing plants (in jute or indigo) for their European 
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owners. Agency houses spread from India into Burma and other parts 
of Southeast Asia in the first half of the century. When direct British 
trade with China (and the right to buy tea) ceased to be an East India 
Company monopoly after 1833, British houses (with Jardine Matheson 
in the van) were quickly set up there.45 

This furious commercial activity had created by mid-century 

a worldwide network of international business centred on Liverpool, 

Glasgow and, above all, London. The extension of trade brought with it 

shipping, insurance and banking, managed and financed by allied mer- 

cantile interests or by the merchants themselves. It built up a huge fund 

of ‘commercial intelligence’ — market information — and widened the 

circuits along which it travelled: business letters, reports, local chambers 

of commerce and globe-trotting businessmen. Since every market was 

different, there was no single objective and no unified lobby. The main 

merchant demands were protection from warfare or pirates — largely 

secured by Britain’s command of the seas outside Europe; ‘free’ trade — 

meaning the right to trade in overseas markets on the same terms as 

locals; and ‘improvements’ — usually investment in canals, roads or rail- 

ways. British exporters complained bitterly at the miserly spending of 

the East India Company’s government on railways and roads, which 

they blamed for the shortage of return cargoes from India and the slow 

growth of their trade. The ‘Canadian’ interest grasped soon enough 

that Montreal’s future depended on railways, if it was to survive the 

end of imperial preference in the late 1840s.4° 

The British government’s role in building the ‘commercial 

republic’ was not insignificant, but it was bound to be limited. As 

Palmerston claimed, it was keen to advance the sphere of free trade 

abroad. Through treaties of commerce, it sought to protect British mer- 

chants and their property from unfair or discriminatory treatment, and 

to obtain ‘most favoured nation’ status — the right for British goods to 

enter on terms at least as good as those enjoyed by the ‘most favoured’ 

foreign state. The treaty system and Britain’s naval presence (the world’s 

seas were divided into eight overseas ‘stations’) gave British merchants 

unprecedented freedom to trade, but no guarantee of success. ‘Free trade 

imperialism’, in the sense of intervention by London, largely functioned 

in this indirect mode. For five years in mid-century when a detailed 

count was kept, gunboats were sent to protect commercial interests 

outside the Empire in a bare handful of cases, usually against the threat 

of violent disorder.47 But there were three important exceptions to this 
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hands-off policy. First, government subsidy for the carriage of mail 

encouraged the rapid expansion of scheduled steamship services across 

the Atlantic, to South America and to India and the Far East. Secondly, 

as we have noticed already, the Navy maintained a flotilla of some 

twenty gunboats on the coast of West Africa. Palmerston declaimed on 

the need to use force there in the interests of trade. ‘Cudgels & Sabres 

& Carbines are necessary to keep quiet the ill-disposed People whose 

violence would render Trade insecure’, ran a vehement minute.*® But 

of course the targets of Palmerston’s cudgel were the slave traders who 

tried to drive out the ‘legitimate’ trade that threatened their own. The 

gunboats were meant to keep them at bay until the trade in palm oil 

and other commodities was strong enough to destroy them. Here was a 

case where commerce sub-served the great moral obsession of Victorian 

Britain. Thirdly, there was China. 

China was much the most striking case where military power 

was used in the interests of trade. Under heavy pressure from the mer- 

chant lobby, and fearing a huge claim to compensate them for the opium 

that the Chinese had seized, London despatched an expeditionary force 

in 1840 to demand reparations and win commercial concessions. The 

treaty of Nanking in 1842 opened half a dozen ‘treaty-ports’ where 

British merchants were exempt from Chinese jurisdiction, laid down a 

maximum tariff that the Chinese could levy on imports and transferred 

the huge harbour at Hong Kong (then still a village) to the British. After 

the second opium war (1856-60), the list of ports was extended and the 

Chinese interior opened to foreign travel. To uphold these rights, the 

British maintained a fleet of between thirty and forty ships, most of 

them gunboats, to police the coasts and rivers against pirates, anti- 

foreign disturbances and uncooperative officials.49 The commitment 

seems surprising since the volume of trade remained comparatively 

modest even late in the century — far below the levels of Britain’s India 

trade. The answer may lie in a curious set of coincidences. Intervention 

took place at a moment of intense concern about British markets abroad 

and when the commercial promise of China was wildly inflated (a recur- 

rent phenomenon for more than a century). “The nation who, but for the 

existence of certain restrictions on trade, would probably buy the great- 

est amount of English manufactured goods are. . . the Chinese’, claimed 

Edward Gibbon Wakefield in 183 4.5° Commercial access to China, as 

it turned out, could only be gained through the consular enclaves and 

extraterritorial rights to which Peking agreed, both of them subject to 
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constant.local attrition. It was India that provided the available means 
to secure British claims, and India that had a big interest in doing so. 
British trade in China was largely an outgrowth of the India trade: ‘East 
India’ merchants sent Indian opium and cotton to China to buy tea and 

silk. But the opium itself was a government monopoly, and the revenue 

from it made up nearly one-fifth of the Indian government’s income. 

The amount exported to China rose astronomically in the 1840s and 

1850s.5" Here, profit and power were inextricably linked. Nor did it 

seem that the periodic coercion of China would be costly or difficult. 

When Lord Elgin was sent east in 1857 to demand a new treaty after 

the breakdown of relations at Canton, he was initially given a mere 

handful of troops and told to rely upon naval action (to cut the river 

above Canton and block the Grand Canal) to force Peking to terms. ‘It 

is not the intention of Her Majesty’s Government to undertake any land 

operations in the interior of the country’, London grandly declared.5” 

Migrants and missions 

The search for new markets in the Outer World was the most obvious 

expression of British expansion. But it was allied to two others. The first 

was migration. After 1830, the number of migrants from Britain rose 

steadily: 1832 was the first year in which more than 100,000 departed 

for destinations beyond Europe.53 The United States was much the 

most popular choice, especially for the huge outflow of Irish after the 

Famine. But British North America, Australia and (after 1840) New 

Zealand also attracted a significant number. Perhaps the commonest 

method was through ‘chain migration’ when an ‘advance party’ cre- 

ated the links (and perhaps remitted the means) to bring over friends 

and family.54 But migration was also a business, and perhaps even a 

‘craze’. Migration societies spread propaganda and fired enthusiasm.°> 

The ‘idea’ of migration as a road to self-betterment became increas- 

ingly popular. There were also the land companies that sprang up in 

the 1820s and 1830s, to channel this movement and turn it into a 

profit. Their aim was to buy land (cheaply) from its indigenous owners 

(or a colonial government) and resell it (dearly) to settlers whom they 

recruited in Britain. The Swan River Settlement (in which Robert Peel’s 

brother had an interest), the Australian Agricultural Company, the 

Van Diemen’s Land Company, the Western Australian Company, the 

Canada Company and the British American Land Company were all of 

this type. The interest in such ventures was fuelled in part by social 
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anxiety. ‘Colonisation’ was a way of relieving economic distress, 
directly by removing unneeded labour, indirectly (as Edward Gibbon 
Wakefield argued) by creating new consumers abroad. It was no coin- 
cidence that some of the most ardent free traders (like Sir William 
Molesworth) were also drawn into the colonisation business. The South 

Australian Association was a highly successful lobby that won govern- 

ment support for a new settlement colony to which more than 10,000 

migrants were sent in its first few years. Even more daring was Wake- 

field’s New Zealand Association (1837), which successfully forced the 

British government’s hand into annexing the islands.5° Its patrons 

included some of the greatest and best, among them Lord Durham, 

cabinet minister, ambassador and the special commissioner into the 

Canadian rebellions of 1837-8. It promised, among other things, to 

save ‘the native inhabitants’ from the evils inflicted by the disrep- 

utable Europeans already in the country.57 Not all were convinced. 

‘This beautiful compound of the mercantile and the merciful’, sneered 

The Times, ‘will occasion a brisk demand for religious tracts and 

ball-cartridges.’5® 
The colonisation movement, unofficial and private as well as 

organised and official (the Colonial Land and Emigration Commission 

was set up in 1840 mainly to subsidise migration to Australia from 

colonial land revenues), advanced in parallel with the great expan- 

sion of trade. It threw out dozens of settlements, often small and iso- 

lated, whose strongest links were with their parent communities in the 

British Isles, the source of their manpower, exiguous capital and reli- 

gious identity. Tiny outposts, like those of the Scots on Cape Breton, 

lonely New Plymouth in New Zealand’s North Island,°? the even more 

lonely Kaipara,®° as well as the larger and better known colonies in 

Upper Canada, New South Wales, Victoria, Otago and Canterbury, 

were all part of a web of human connections to which almost every 

part of the British Isles was linked. If commercial expansion helped 

breed a demand for ‘free’ trade, demographic expansion evoked a cry 

for ‘free’ land. The right of the British to settle abroad became as much 

part of their ‘birthright’ as the right to trade without let or hindrance. 

In the twenty-one years after 1850, an annual average of more than 

200,000 people migrated abroad.°' By that time, the idea of overseas 

settlement as amounting almost to a providential duty was becoming 

deeply entrenched. ‘The great object and purpose of England in colonis- 

ing was the multiplication of her race’, declaimed W. E. Gladstone in 
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1852. ‘Whatever course of legislation tended most to the rapid expan- 

sion of population and power, in [Britain’s] colonies, necessarily tended 

to enhance the reflected benefits that she was to derive from their 

foundation.’®* There was a wide consensus in Britain, claimed Edward 

Cardwell thirteen years later, about ‘the great advantage of having 

these free, industrious and enterprising communities sharing their own 

blood, their own language, and their own laws, settled over the whole 

world’.°3 
Migrant and mercantile interests could mobilise a wide if 

fragmented constituency to support the extension of British influ- 

ence. So, for different reasons, could missionary societies. The most 

important of these were the Baptist Missionary Society, founded in 

1792, the inter-denominational London Missionary Society (1795), the 

(Anglican) Church Missionary Society (1799), the British Foreign and 

Bible Society (1804) and the Wesleyan Missionary Society (1813). 

Launched on a wave of evangelical enthusiasm, the societies were car- 

ried by the surge of popular religiosity and the patriotic feeling of 

wartime. It was ‘artisans, petty shopkeepers and labourers who made 

up the bulk of the missionary workforce’.°4 ‘Is it presumptuous’, asked 

the annual report of the Church Missionary Society in 1812, ‘to indulge 

the humble and pious hope that to Great Britain may be entrusted the 

high commission of making known the name of Jesus to the whole 

world?’®s In 1813, ina signal victory, the societies forced the East India 

Company to fund a church establishment and admit missionaries freely 

to its territories on the sub-continent. By 1821, the societies had a collec- 

tive income of over £250,000 a year.°° By 1824, the Church Missionary 

Society alone had sent abroad more than 100 missionaries.°” By 1848, 

it had over 100 stations and had recruited some 350 missionaries.°° 

Between the 1820s and the 1840s, the missionary frontier was 

as dynamic as the mercantile. In South Africa, a survey between 1838 

and 1840 counted eighty-five stations, most of them run by the London 

Missionary Society or the Wesleyans.°? In New Zealand, where Samuel 

Marsden had arrived in 1814, well before annexation in 1840, more 

than sixty stations were active by the 184os.7° In the same decade, 

missionary enterprise in West Africa was carried along the coast from 

its old bridgehead in Sierra Leone to Yorubaland in modern Nigeria, 

where a station was founded at Abeokuta, and into the Niger delta at 

Calabar.”’ Johan Krapf landed at Zanzibar in January 1844 to open 

the campaign for souls in East Africa. By that time, the greatest prize 



45 / Victorian origins 

of all seemed within reach. The first resident Protestant missionary in 
China had been Robert Morison, who was sent to Canton in 1807 
by the London Missionary Society.7* But the real missionary-king of 
the China coast was the anglicised German Karl (Charles) Gutzlaff. 
Gutzlaff had gone first to the Dutch East Indies where he made contact 
with Chinese traders whose junks still carried much of the commerce 

of Southeast Asia. In 1831, he made the hazardous journey up the 

China coast (then forbidden to European travellers) as far north as 

Tientsin, the port for Peking, and ingratiated himself with the local 

authorities by his medical skills. By the time he returned to Macao 

(to which European traders were required to withdraw at the end of 

the trading season in Canton), he had acquired a wider knowledge 

of contemporary China and Chinese than any other Westerner, and 

a brimming faith in the scope for conversion. His Journal of Three 

Voyages along the Coast of China (1834) was a sensation. A Gutzlaff 

Association was formed. It was Gutzlaff’s ingenious formula of the 

medical missionary, and the glamour of bringing China to Christ that 

inspired the young David Livingstone: only the opium war and the 

temporary cessation of missionaries to China diverted him to Africa in 

1841. But, with the treaty of Nanking in 1842, a new era had opened 

for missionaries as well as merchants: the following year, the Protestant 

mission organisations in East Asia met in Hong Kong to share the field 

between them.73 The total of Chinese converts was tiny (six in 1842, 

350 ten years later7+); enthusiasm at home was to flag before it revived; 

and the missionary effort (as much American as British, Catholic as well 

as Protestant) was battered by the storms that swept over South and 

Central China in the 1850s. But it was missionary enterprise as much 

as commercial that defined the British presence in the Ch’ing empire. 

By the later 1840s, the missionary societies had mapped out a 

vast field of operations. ‘Contrast... the present openness of the whole 

world to missionary enterprise’, exulted the Church Missionary Society, 

recalling the era when India had been barred, New Zealand ‘shunned’ 

and the Caribbean blacks ‘crushed’.7> At home they could draw on a 

reservoir of popular sympathy organised through the evangelical soci- 

eties into a private army of millions, ‘ready’, said a correspondent 

in Blackwood’s in 1824, ‘to take the field at a moment’s notice’.7° 

The Missionary Register, one of several missionary organs, had over 

120,000 subscribers in 1826.77 Exeter Hall was opened in 1831 for 

the annual meeting of the societies, whose attendance ran into the 
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thousands. Gentlemanly evangelicals were found in cabinet and Parlia- 

ment. Missionary publications — autobiography, propaganda and travel 

(like John Phillip’s Researches in South Africa, 1828) — shaped public 

knowledge of remote places. No one did more to arouse public enthu- 

siasm than David Livingstone (1813-73), the missionary-explorer of 

South Central Africa. Livingstone’s ardent evangelism, his epic cross- 

ing of Africa (1852-6), and his passionate attack on the Arab and 

Portuguese slave trades, evoked intense public sympathy. Livingstone’s 

own writings, full of danger and hope, and his keen sense of publicity, 

reinforced the effect. By the late 1850s, he was a great public figure. His 

lectures at Oxford and Cambridge led to the founding of a new Angli- 

can mission, the Universities Mission to Central Africa. His vehement 

campaign against the East African slave trade forced the government 

in London to fund a ‘Zambezi expedition’ to open the river to ‘legiti- 

mate’ trade. Livingstone himself was received by the Queen. At a great 

farewell banquet of over 300 guests in February 1858, he lectured his 

hosts (some of the great men of the day) on their self-evident duty. 

‘Should we be able’, he told them, ‘to open a communication advanta- 

geous to ourselves with the natives of the interior of Africa, it would 

be our great duty to confer upon them the great benefits of Christianity 

which have been bestowed upon ourselves’ — a demand greeted with 

cheers.7® ‘Were your lordship in power’, he wrote to Lord Palmerston 

the following year, ‘I would strongly urge free trade to be secured on 

the Zambezi.’7? 

Of course, missionary enterprise could be an awkward partner 

with other forms of British enterprise. Missionaries often depended on 

traders — Gutzlaff had sailed on ships selling opium. In New Zealand, 

they sold muskets and speculated in land. Sometimes, they took pub- 

lic office or acted as intermediaries between colonial rule and indige- 

nous peoples. But, in other ways, their ‘version’ of empire conflicted 

with the interests of merchants, settlers and officialdom, and their net- 

works of information and lobbying competed with those of their secular 

rivals for public support. For more than most outsiders, missionaries 

depended upon the goodwill of their hosts. They needed local spon- 

sorship, better still an invitation from authority.8° Missionary strat- 

egy envisaged not the indefinite tutelage of subject peoples but the 

rapid creation of a native clergy. In West Africa, the most dynamic 

missionary leaders were the part-African Thomas Freeman and the 

Yoruba Samuel Crowther.*' Christian conversion worked best where 
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missionaries helped to rebuild local communities fragmented by ethnic 
conflict or the fall-out from European expansion. ‘The great bane of 
Africa’, wrote the South African missionary statesman, Dr John Phillip, 
‘is the minute fractions into which its tribes have been broken up by the 
Slave Trade; we have here materials for a viable building but nothing 

can be done towards it till the fragments are joined together. The Gospel 

is the only instrument by which this means can be accomplished.’ 

British protection should be extended over neighbouring peo- 

ples (he had the Xhosa in mind), but they should become British subjects 

and their lands secured against settler incursion. Britain’s true interest 

lay in fringing its borders with independent black nations sharing a 

common Christian civilisation.*3 Far from conceding that the missions 

depended on empire, Phillip insisted that the reverse was the case. Mis- 

sionaries, he urged, ‘are... extending British interests, British influence 

and the British empire. . . [E]very genuine convert... made to the Chris- 

tian religion becomes the ally and friend of the colonial government.’*4 

To much missionary opinion, the greatest obstacle to conversion 

was the contamination of their flock by the vices and desires of itin- 

erant traders and land-hungry settlers. “The White Man’s intercourse 

has demoralised them, his traffic has defrauded them, his alliances have 

betrayed them, and his wars have destroyed them’, the Aborigine Pro- 

tection Society told Lord Glenelg in 1838. ‘They have thus lost the 

virtues of the savage without acquiring those of the Christian.’*5 ‘The 

great intercourse with the Shipping’, raged the New Zealand mission- 

ary Henry Williams in 1831, ‘is the curse of the land.’®° For many 

missionaries, then and later, spiritual salvation could only be assured 

by physical segregation. 

Mercantile, migrant and missionary interests in mid-Victorian 

Britain were eager to enlarge the commercial, colonised and religious 

spheres where British enterprise was dominant and British influence 

unchallenged. Their restlessness, aggression, economic dynamism and 

spiritual ‘energy’ were given force and direction by the peculiar con- 

juncture that formed early and mid-Victorian society. This was, first 

of all, a society in the throes of unprecedented mobility, stimulated 

in part by the differential effects of economic change (driving people 

off the land, expanding towns and cities) and accentuated by the new 

means of travel. By 1870, every sizeable town in Britain had a railway 

station, and the network itself (at 13,000 miles) was the densest in 

Europe. Industrialism had created the means as well as the motive for 
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migration — within Britain, beyond Britain — on a scale undreamt of 

before the 1830s. It transformed the geographical space within which 

people in the British Isles could imagine their lives. Secondly, while 

Britain had long been a ‘polite and commercial’ society, the growth of 

new industries alongside old trading connections, the rapid integration 

of the national economy (partly through railways), and the appearance 

of new urban societies where social bonds and identities were being 

remade, created a more intensely competitive and commercialised soci- 

ety, or perhaps more accurately one where a competitive and com- 

mercial ethos was ever more widely diffused. We should not listen too 

much to the lamentations of contemporaries regretting the end of def- 

erence (or migrants in exile bemoaning the rise and rise of conspicuous 

consumption®7), but the census records give some indirect indication 

of how quickly commerce was expanding as an occupation. In 1851, 

there were just under 44,000 ‘commercial clerks’; twenty years later, 

the number had more than doubled (as had the number of merchant 

seamen). Thirdly, the velocity with which information and ideas could 

circulate, as well as the volume that the ‘information circuits’ could 

carry, was also increasing dramatically. Letters and packets that were 

transported by steam and at hugely reduced cost were part of the story 

and so was the telegraph. Newspapers and ‘monthlies’ extended their 

reach. By 1870, the leading London dailies sold together some 400,000 

copies, and dailies were printed in forty-three provincial towns. The 

number of books published rose by 400 per cent between 1840 and 

1870.°% Societies sprang up to disseminate knowledge (like the Royal 

Geographical Society, founded in 1830), drawing their subscribers in 

part from those with utilitarian, not to say mercenary, objects in mind. 

The scope for publicity, advertisement and pressure-group politics were 

all enlarged with this industrial production of knowledge. Lastly, eco- 

nomic and social change, far from making Victorian Britain a more 

homogeneous society, reinforced its pluralism, empowered its interest 

groups and intensified the sense of spiritual and cultural as well as 

social struggle. The arena of struggle was, at least partly, to be found 

abroad. The search for escape from social oppression and hardship, the 

projects of those who envisaged ideal societies in distant ‘new Britains’, 

the hopes of those who sought spiritual uplift by saving the heathen, 

and the enthusiasms of those pursuing humanitarian goals, scientific 

knowledge or private adventure supplied much of the energy for ‘British 

expansion’. 
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This is not to argue that Victorian society was dynamic enough 
by itself to carve out a world empire. It did not have to be. The new 
social energy that it generated was injected into the husk of an older 
empire and supercharged the commercial networks that had already 
grown up in the Atlantic basin. Both left their mark. Victorian impe- 
rialism was thus a curious fusion of mercantilist ambitions and free 

trade assumptions, ‘nabob’ morality and Evangelical high-thinking, 
an eighteenth-century ‘estate’ and nineteenth-century ‘improvements’. 

There is a second limitation on what Victorian society could achieve by 

itself. It projected its influence all over the world and with particular 

force into those regions where it met less resistance from an organised 

state, an existing ‘high culture’ or a developed economy. But the scale 

and scope of British world power was bound to depend not only on the 

manpower, money and produce that flowed out from Britain, but also 

on the extent to which they could leverage more local resources. It was 

at the ‘bridgehead’ that the question was settled: how and in what form 

the agents of British expansion could command a hinterland, build a 

new state and harness its wealth to the imperial project. 

Bridgeheads of empire 

The most visible evidence of Britain’s power in the world by the mid- 

nineteenth century was the extraordinary scale of its territorial posses- 

sions in North America, the South Pacific, Southern Africa and India. At 

opposite ends of the globe lay two large bundles of settlement colonies: 

six in North America (Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, 

Prince Edward Island, ‘Canada’ — modern Ontario and Quebec - 

and British Columbia) and seven in Australasia (New South Wales, 

Tasmania, Western Australia, South Australia, Victoria, Queensland 

and New Zealand). In both these vast regions, it was Britain’s naval and 

military power that was the main safeguard against foreign invasion — 

American, French or, less plausibly, Russian (although fear of Russian 

attack reached fever pitch in Melbourne during the Crimean War). 

But neither British strength nor wealth was the primary cause of their 

rapid development as semi-autonomous colonial states with standards 

of living as high if not higher than the ‘mother-country’ at home. 

The key role had been played by their colonial elites, even before 

they had wrested full internal self-government from the Colonial Office 
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in London. The North American colonies had had a headstart. Halifax 

(founded 1749) and Montreal (captured 1760) had attracted merchants 

from the Thirteen Colonies to the south. After 1783, they were rein- 

forced by loyalist exiles who brought mercantile knowledge as well as 

artisan skills and a hunger for land. New Brunswick developed quickly 

as a producer of timber, the main source of wealth, employment and 

population growth. The leading lumber firm in Saint John, that also 

built ships and traded with the British West Indies, was founded by 

refugees from New York.®? Samuel Cunard, founder of the shipping 

line and a dominant figure in Nova Scotia’s economy by the 1830s, was 

the son of a Pennsylvania loyalist whose burgeoning business empire he 

inherited. The commercial success of British North America’s port-cities 

attracted merchants from Britain. Hugh Allan arrived in Montreal from 

Glasgow in the 1820s as the junior partner in the family ship-owning 

business. He quickly built up a substantial share in Montreal’s export 

trade (the main staple was timber) and secured the mail contract for 

Liverpool. His business empire embraced railways and telegraphs as 

well as shipping, banking, insurance and even manufacturing.° Allan 

was one of a group of Montreal entrepreneurs whose interests were 

continental in scale. Their burning ambition was to conscript British 

capital for the building of railways that would make Montreal into 

a commercial metropolis to rival New York.?' Their achievement 

lay in harnessing their British connections to the ruthless exploita- 

tion of local opportunities, a task that required both commercial and 

political skills. 

Their counterparts on the other side of the world faced the same 

challenge. Australia’s transformation from a remote prison farm heavily 

dependent on imperial subsidy was mainly the work of local free settlers 

and merchants who created a pastoral industry and forced the aban- 

donment of London’s attempts to restrain inland expansion. Invoking 

the rule that the aboriginal peoples had no rights of ownership (the 

terra nullius doctrine), ‘squatters’ seized the colony’s principal asset, 

its far-reaching grasslands, bargaining with the Crown — their nominal 

possessor — for the lowest land charge. While both South and Western 

Australia had been founded directly by private interests from Britain, 

Victoria and Queensland were settled by migrants from the two original 

colonies, New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land (later Tasmania). 

John Macarthur (1767-1834), who introduced the merino sheep, his 

son James (1798-1867), who made a Lombard Street marriage, and 
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William Charles Wentworth (1790-1872), explorer, trader, pastoralist, 
lawyer, politician and ‘booster’, were the key political architects of the 
pastoral interest and inveterate opponents of London’s ‘autocracy’.? 
Thomas Mort (1816-78), whose statue now stands near Sydney’s 

Circular Quay, created much of the financial and mercantile apparatus 

on which the wool trade depended. In New Zealand, where London’s 

annexation had been openly grudging, imperial policy was to restrict 

the area of settlement to a handful of enclaves. The sale of land by 

indigenous Maori, formally acknowledged by the treaty of Waitangi as 

owners of the soil, was to be strictly controlled. In the South Island, 

where the number of Maori was low (perhaps as few as 5,000 in the 

1840s), there was direct settlement from Britain in Otago and Canter- 

bury. But, in the North Island, local men did most to make New Zealand 

into a settler state. Isaac Featherston, superintendent of the Wellington 

province, eagerly pushed its boundaries inland to the Wairarapa and 

Manawatu. Auckland interests pressed for occupation of the Waikato 

valley, the scene of major Anglo-Maori conflict in the mid-1860s.94 But 

the crucial figure was Donald McLean, the government land agent 

and, not coincidentally, a major landowner himself in the Hawke’s Bay 

province.?5 McLean’s aggressive purchasing policy?® stoked the settler 

appetite for land until the crisis was reached in the 1860s. The Maori 

wars that followed decided the question: henceforth New Zealand was 

to be a white settler state. 

In all of these cases, settler control of the colonial state was a 

critical factor in local success. It was conceded by London in the 1840s 

(in British North America) and 1850s (in Australia and New Zealand) 

with almost complete local autonomy, as ‘responsible government’. It 

was the colonial state that decided what land could be granted, at what 

price it was sold, and where and from whom it should be bought for 

resale. The colonial state’s revenues could be used to subsidise railways, 

or pay for their building. The colonial state had the power (conceded by 

London after 1859) to protect local enterprise by tariffs against com- 

petition from Britain. In South Africa, the local equation was radically 

different. Here, the (British) settler bridgehead was feeble. As in New 

Zealand, it faced a tough local opponent: the African peoples along the 

Eastern Cape frontier. But the injection of migrants and capital that 

made New Zealand dynamic (with a white population of 300,000 after 

a mere thirty years of colonisation) was lacking at the Cape. A desul- 

tory trade in wool was the best it could manage. Regarding the colony 
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as a financial black hole after the costly frontier wars of the 1840s, 

London pulled back. For the next thirty years, no proconsul in Cape 

Town had the military means to command the northern interior, and 

there was no local entrepreneur with strong British connections to create 

a business empire on the necessary scale. Instead, the initiative passed 

to the Afrikaner frontiersmen, the trekkers or Boers. It was they, not 

the British colonial state, who seized the interior’s resources of labour 

and land to create their trekker republics, not so much states as loose 

federations of their paramilitary bands, the notorious commandos.?” So 

great was the Boers’ distaste for fixed boundaries that they treated map- 

makers as spies.?® Only where sea-power gave the British a foothold 

could they make their influence felt. They annexed Port Natal. When 

the trekkers (who had arrived before this imperial riposte) departed in 

dudgeon for the highveld interior, a precarious beachhead of traders 

and farmers grew up under the eye of the Zulu kingdom across the 

Tugela. This was Natal, the puny and troublesome offspring of the 

original Cape Colony. 

But no settler bridgehead was a rival to India in power and 

importance in the mid-nineteenth century. Here a unique set of circum- 

stances had permitted the growth of an exceptional Anglo-Oriental 

imperialism. More completely than anywhere else, the British in India 

had been able to take rapid command of local resources and turn them 

to their use. It had been the East India Company’s victory at Plassey 

over the Bengal nawab, Siraj ud-Daulah, that had laid the foundation. 

Within eight years of Plassey, the Company had assumed the diwan, 

the right conferred by the Mughal ruler in Delhi to collect the land 

revenue of the subah of Bengal. In Bengal and the Carnatic (and wher- 

ever its rule was imposed), the Company inherited a long-established 

revenue system whose yield could be diverted to fill its deep pockets. It 

could also exploit India’s commercial economy, for India had been, in 

textiles at least, the workshop of the world in the eighteenth century. 

Indian bankers advanced some of the credit on which the Company’s 

campaigns against other Indian rulers had depended. India’s exports 

of opium, a Company monopoly, came to supply nearly one-fifth of 

its income.'°° India could also supply, through its market of military 

labour,'°’ a wellspring of manpower not already attached to clan or 

feudal allegiance. The Company state could build up an army of nearly 

a quarter of a million men. It could also afford to hire from the Crown 

(at a cost of more than £1 million a year) between twenty and thirty 
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thousand British troops to stiffen its sepoys and act as a check upon 
unrest in its army. 

With a revenue of around £30 million a year by the early 1850s 
(perhaps half that of Britain), the Indian government had a freedom 
of action no other colony matched. London constantly frowned on 
its expansionist tendencies, fearing disaster and financial collapse. One 

viceroy was sacked for defying its veto but usually Calcutta had its 

way in the end and the area ruled by the Company Raj was extended 

relentlessly. What drove the Company forward was partly the fear that 

its brittle regime could not take the strain of a turbulent zone on its 

external frontier or in the autonomous states that divided the tracts of 

Company rule.'°* To less sympathetic observers, the real cause could be 

found in the unreformed nature of the Company state. Denouncing the 

war against Burma in 1852, Lord Ellenborough, a former governor- 

general himself, ascribed the Indian government’s aggression to the 

influence of ‘certain... British merchants. ..in concert and connexion 

with the press at Calcutta, the movements of which I have always 

viewed with anxiety and distrust [because] the desire to push forward 

trade and make a money speculation is the feeling which actuates the 

press at Calcutta’.'°3 But they were not the only culprits, since the 

pressure for war came from ‘a large part of the civil and the whole of 

the military service’.‘°4 Jobs, plunder and perquisites — not a sense of 

imperial purpose — formed the compass they steered by. Indeed, it was 

not hard to see the Company’s ‘servants’ in India as a selfish and self- 

appointed oligarchy whose ranks were replenished increasingly from 

the sons of old Company men.'°5 ‘We require some change which 

shall enable Englishmen to enter the service of the Indian government 

by other channels than one small college’, argued The Times'®* - a 

reference to Haileybury, the Company’s training school. Nor was this 

the only complaint. Manchester cotton merchants, hungry for markets, 

lambasted the Company’s miserly spending on railways and roads: 

between 1834 and 1848, it had spent less than one half per cent of its 

revenues on improvements like this.*°”7 The Company’s local mercantile 

allies, who often acted as agents in its officials’ private affairs, were 

suspected of trying to keep out the competition from home — with the 

Company’s help. No British exchange bank was allowed to start up in 

India until 1851, and then by mischance.*® 

It was thus hardly surprising that, when the Company’s fail- 

ings were put on brutal display at the time of the Mutiny in 1857, it 
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found few friends in Britain. The Mutiny had been a stunning shock to 

the Company: its intelligence system had failed almost completely.‘ 

The British were lucky that the Mutiny (or ‘Great Rebellion’) was 

not universal. Instead, it was largely confined to the Upper Ganges 

valley, although its effects spread out into the lightly ruled tracts 

of upland Central India. The main centres of revolt were in Delhi, 

where the Mughal emperor had been the Company’s pensioner, and in 

Awadh (Oudh), whose Muslim nawab had been brusquely displaced 

by the British in the previous year. The Mutiny released some of the 

bitter resentments that the headlong expansion of Company power 

had built up over decades. The Company’s apparent alliance with the 

Christian missions, and its disparaging treatment of the Mughal ruler 

and court, alarmed and enraged North Indian Muslim divines. Fear 

that the Company meant to treat other princely states as it had treated 

Awadh pushed the Nana Sahib, a Maratha prince, into open revolt. 

Agrarian unrest was fed by the hardship of once-prosperous peasant 

communities caught between the exactions of landlords and the loss of 

army employment, as the British revised their zones of recruitment. But 

it was the sepoy mutiny of May 1857, first at Meerut forty miles from 

Delhi, that set off the explosion. It revealed — or seemed to — that the 

Company’s power could be easily broken.''° 

But the British hung on and assembled an army in the newly 

conquered Punjab. They had recaptured Delhi by the end of the year. 

A large British army, rushed out from Europe, smashed its way up the 

Ganges, exacting savage revenge for the murder of British women and 

children and imposing what was seen (by many British observers) as 

a white reign of terror. Although resistance smouldered on for more 

than a year, the real back of the revolt was broken in months, largely 

because there was little to hold its disparate elements together. The 

Mutiny had been, nonetheless, an extraordinary crisis. It demolished at 

a blow much of the mid-Victorians’ complacency and challenged their 

self-confidence. As soon as the worst was over, the Company was called 

to account. 

The reaction was penal. The Company state was abolished 

by Parliament with hardly a whimper. Its enormous army was cut 

down by half. Under the new regime, civilian values were meant to 

prevail. Railway construction to open up India to Lancashire’s wares 

became an urgent priority. The result was a paradox. In theory, the 

great garrison state that the Company’s servants had made would now 
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be the springboard for British expansion across southern Asia. India’s 
wealth (in money and men) would be pledged more completely to the 
imperial cause. And so it was — up to a point. But there was a price 
to be paid. When the Company’s army was shown to resemble not so 
much the sword of Achilles as his vulnerable heel, the effect on the 

disposition of Britain’s own military manpower was bound to be large. 

“The Government of India’, a pre-Mutiny Viceroy had warned, ‘unlike 

the Colonies of the Crown, has no element of national strength on 

which it can fall back in a country where the entire English community 

is but a handful of scattered strangers’.‘'! Since creating a large British 

‘colony’ in India was out of the question, the gap had to be filled by 

a military force. From the Mutiny onwards, it became axiomatic that 

the number of British soldiers in India must never be less than half 

the strength of the Indian army: even with a reduced sepoy army, that 

meant a far larger contingent than in pre-Mutiny days. The reward (for 

Britain’s taxpayers) was great; the strain on the army unremitting. In 

the emergent world-system, India’s place had been set — as Britain’s 

great ‘barrack in an Eastern sea’. 

Britain’s empire of trade, like its settlement and Indian empires, 

also depended upon the success of expatriate Britons — in digging them- 

selves into the local economy, enlisting local support, and enlarging 

the scale of export production and the consumption of imports. As we 

have seen, British merchants and their ‘houses’ were spread around the 

globe by the 1840s and were well placed to exploit the great expansion 

of trade that set in after 1850. But the extent to which they held the 

commercial initiative varied considerably. In Brazil, several large British 

firms held a commanding position in the coffee and sugar trades, and 

Brazil remained Britain’s best Latin American customer until the end 

of the century. But the growth of British commercial influence really 

set in only after the rise of the Sao Paulo ‘coffee economy’ in the late 

1860s, and the building of the Santos—Sao Paulo railway in 1868.""* In 

Argentina, where British merchants had been on the scene early, their 

influence, and that of their porteno allies, had been checked by the long 

reign of the caudillo Rosas (1828-52). The British naval blockade in 

1846-8 had made matters worse, and it was an internal shift within the 

Argentine’s politics that really opened the way for commercial expan- 

sion after mid-century. Likewise in Peru, where the mercantile house 

of Anthony Gibb pioneered the export of guano (the dung of sea-birds, 

an agricultural fertiliser), British hopes of freer trade were forced to 
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hold fire until the dominant Peruvian faction had discovered the fiscal 

appeal of international commerce.'"} In the Levant and Middle East, the 

free trade agreement that Palmerston had’ exacted in 1838 opened the 

Ottoman Empire to British merchants and encouraged the formation 

of Anglo-Greek firms, like the Rallis or Rodocanachis.''4 But it was the 

collapse of Egypt’s attempt to be a textile producer, its switch to becom- 

ing a vast cotton plantation, and the ‘cotton famine’ that arose during 

the Civil War in America, that gave British merchants their niche in the 

trade of Alexandria, Egypt’s main port-city. In Southeast Asia, British 

control of Singapore after 1819, and its free-port status, made it the 

base from which British merchants could seek cargoes and customers 

across a wide maritime region. Opium and guns were their early stock- 

in trade.''5 Improved sailing ships (especially the clipper) gave them 

an advantage over junk-using Chinese, and the Navy’s onslaught on 

Malay orang laut (sea-people) as a pirate community removed some of 

their local competitors. But it was still merchant entrepreneurs from 

South China who controlled local trade and the production, from 

which expatriate interests were largely excluded.''® And then there 

was China. 

In China, the British had tried using direct military force to drive 

their trade into a huge commercial economy with all the allure of a mod- 

ern eldorado. Two treaties imposed at the bayonet’s point gave British 

merchants (and other Westerners) a privileged position at numerous 

ports of entry (the number reached ninety-two by 1914) on China’s 

coasts and rivers — the so-called ‘treaty-ports’. In Shanghai, which com- 

manded the immense Yangtse basin, the ‘land regulations’ of 1845 set 

aside a zone where foreign residents could buy or lease property, form- 

ing a settlement with its own municipal council. British merchants and 

others were free to import goods at a modest tariff of 5 per cent by 

value, and were exempt from interference by Chinese officials. Their 

rights were protected by a small army of consuls — perhaps forty in all — 

whose influence was backed by the threat of a gunboat’s arrival in case 

of a quarrel. From 1854, when its pressing need of a revenue to counter 

the Taiping insurgency secured Peking’s approval, a Chinese ‘Imperial 

Maritime Customs Service’ was set up with a European staff to regu- 

late the collection of tariffs and duties. Under these conditions, British 

merchants could purchase the teas and silks in demand in the West, and 

exchange them for cotton goods and opium, the largest import, whose 

traffic was formally legalised in 1858.''7 But, although a number of 
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British firms, including Jardine Matheson, Dent’s and Butterfield and 
Swire, set up on the coast, it was far from clear by the mid-1870s how 

much China could promise. The inland trade remained in the hands 

of Chinese merchants, sometimes acting as compradors for the treaty- 

port British. Indeed, by the late 1860s, the consuls were reporting that 

British merchants were being driven out of the inland trade altogether, 

and that many treaty-ports were redundant.''® Inland residence (i.e. 

away from the treaty-ports) was the merchants’ panacea, but the con- 

suls rejected this as a vast extension of their administrative burdens 

and practically unenforceable, a view strongly endorsed in London.!!9 

Behind the barriers of its language and its complex currency system, 

and without Western-style banks or commercial property law, China 

was ‘singularly successful at checking foreign economic penetration’, 

remarks a modern authority.'*° 

The response of the British was a straw in the wind, and not just 

in China. Where they held the advantage was in commercial services. 

Jardine Matheson and Swires both became ship-owners. Their ship- 

ping lines ‘Ewo’ and ‘Taikoo’ plied China’s coastal waters and rivers. 

They provided insurance and banking and dealt in bills of exchange. A 

new British interest arose on the coast with the formation in 1864 of 

the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation, designed to attract 

Chinese capital as well as British. This trend was mirrored elsewhere 

in the world. It was strengthened by the technological changes that 

favoured British business: the spread of the steamship to South Amer- 

ica, West Africa and (with the opening of the Suez Canal) to the Indian 

Ocean and East Asia; and by the telegraph as a vector of credit as 

well as price information. As the exchanges between the different com- 

partments of the global economy grew swifter and easier, the business 

of managing them became more and more profitable. A new kind of 

empire was now in the making. 

The Victorian pattern established 

The years from the 1830s to the 1870s were the critical phase of 

Britain’s emergence as a global power in command of a world-system. 

This was partly a matter of geographical range. Before 1830, Britain 

had been overwhelmingly an Atlantic power with a great eastern out- 

post. By the 1870s, the scale of British activity in the Pacific, East Asia, 
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Southeast Asia, the Middle East and East Africa, as well as Latin 

America, showed that almost no part of the world outside Europe 

and the United States was immune from their interference. But it was 

also a measure of the rapid maturing of Britain’s connections with the 

three different kinds of empire that mid-Victorian expansion had made: 

the ‘sub-empires’ of settlement, trade and rule. It was by drawing them 

into a closer relation (more of function than of form) and exploiting the 

different benefits that each had to offer, that the British preserved in the 

more competitive world of the late nineteenth century the geopolitical 

vantage won in 1815. 

The transformation of British society had been vital to this. 

Before 1830, powerful networks and interests had championed the 

claims of the old ‘mercantilist? empire and defended its privileges. The 

abolition of slavery and the demand for free trade had threatened to 

sweep them away. But the economic and social development of mid- 

Victorian Britain was not hostile to empire. Instead, it hugely strength- 

ened Britain’s ability to act as the mainspring of a new global system. 

It was the scale and the speed with which the British adapted 

to the promise of global expansion that gave them their chance. First, 

the British Isles had become by the 1860s and 1870s a great emigrant 

reservoir. By the mid-1870s, over eight million people (three-quarters 

of them British and Irish) had left British ports for destinations outside 

Europe. The habit of migration had become deeply entrenched since the 

first great rush in the 1830s. 1.3 million left in the 1850s, 1.5 million in 

the 1860s and a further 1.2 million in the first half of the 1870s. Nor, 

after 1870, was it chiefly an Irish phenomenon.'*! The British were 

not the only Europeans to migrate, but they did so earlier, in larger 

numbers and more persistently than any other people in Europe. Nor 

of course did most British migrants go to Britain’s settlement colonies: 

instead, two-thirds went to the United States (there were only two 

years between 1853 and 1899 when the American share fell below 

50 per cent). But the American magnet had a broader effect. It helped 

to make Britain an emigrant society, in which the appeal of mobility and 

the moral legitimacy of settling a ‘new’ country were widely accepted. It 

helped to inspire the idea, trumpeted in Charles Dilke’s Greater Britain 

(1869), that the British were a ‘world-people’. ‘In 1866 and 1867’, 

ran Dilke’s famous opening sentence, ‘I followed England round the 

world.’ The idea ‘which has been... my fellow and my guide...is a 

conception, however imperfect, of the grandeur of the race, already 
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girdling the earth.’'** It was the most positive proof that the migrant 
societies growing up in the settlement colonies had a viable future as 
non-dependent communities. And America, as much as Britain’s own 
settler states, encouraged the British ‘at home’ to see themselves as an 
‘old’ community recreating itself in new lands overseas — a vital part of 

their colonising ideology. 

Secondly, Britain had become an open economy with the adop- 

tion of free trade in the 1840s and 1850s (the repeal of the Navigation 

laws in 1850-1 almost completed the process). The motives behind this 

have been fiercely debated. They may have owed more to the political 

need to rebalance commercial and agrarian interests than to commercial 

calculation.'*3 But, once enacted, free trade reinforced Britain’s role as 

the world’s principal entrepot, the market-place to which the world’s 

goods could be carried without commercial restriction. It removed any 

limit on the City’s development as the eyes and ears of the new world 

economy, its banker, insurer, shipping-agent and dealer. It allowed 

British merchants to open commercial relations with any part of the 

world and offer its produce to the widest selection of buyers through 

the London exchanges. Thirdly, Britain had become an investing econ- 

omy, with an investment income that grew fourteen-fold between 1830 

and 1875 from under £4 million to £58 million.'*4 The mobilisation 

of savings that ‘railway mania’ had encouraged, as well as domestic 

prosperity, created a fund for investment abroad, at first in government 

bonds and then, increasingly, in the building of railways and other 

infrastructure in India, the Americas and Australasia. Here was the 

basis for not just an empire of trade, but also an empire of overseas 

property. 

Lastly, it was not just a matter of investment, trade and migra- 

tion. Social and economic change in Britain had speeded the shift 

towards a more diverse, pluralistic and open society. While the Anglican 

aristocracy and gentry continued to dominate parliamentary politics, 

they were forced to accommodate urban, commercial, industrial, non- 

conformist, Catholic and even working class interests. The Evangelical 

and humanitarian pressure groups, already very active by the 1830s, 

recruited fresh allies among the newly enfranchised. Much of the appeal 

of Gladstonian liberalism (whose influence extended far beyond the 

ranks of the Liberal Party) lay in its promise of a political system, 

attuned to the moral concerns of the whole range of classes, and free 

from the bias of legalised privilege — so-called ‘Old Corruption’. The 



60 / Towards ‘The Sceptre of the World’ 

result was to create within British society vocal support for liberal and 

universalist values, and their diffusion abroad. This was an ‘alternative 

Britain’ to which those disenchanted with its more masterful face could 

turn for assistance. No single version of empire ruled over opinion in 

Britain: it was precisely the nature of the British world-system that it 

embodied a number of alternative visions of British expansion. ‘All 

ranks, all classes are equally interested’, said the historian-polemicist 

James Anthony Froude of Britain’s colonial expansion. Manufacturers 

wanted new markets, landowners would welcome the colonial safety- 

valve for rural discontent. ‘Most of all is it the concern of the working 

men’ who had the chance to emigrate.'*° 

Left to themselves, the different visions of empire espoused 

by mercantile, humanitarian, missionary, settler, scientific, official and 

military interests might have led to political stalemate. The loathing of 

radicals for Palmerstonian bellicosity (as the last reckless gasp of an 

obsolete aristocracy); the mistrust of India as a source of corruption 

and the forced militarisation of British society (a large British garrison 

there would mean conscription at home warned the radical professor 

Goldwin Smith'?°); the grumbling unease at the violence and cruelty of 

colonial rule (the Royal Commission into the Jamaican disturbances of 

1865 described their suppression as ‘barbarous, wanton and cruel’);'*7 

the indifference of those concerned with the settlement colonies for the 

future of India, and vice versa: these and other divisions might have 

undermined any consensus on the British world-system. Parties and 

governments might have feared all or any expansion as too acrimonious, 

putting at risk their domestic priorities. A different tradition of political 

liberty (one less anchored in property rights), or (at the other extreme) 

a run of defeats in colonial warfare, might have changed the terms of 

debate altogether. In practice, however, the scope for real disagreement 

was surprisingly narrow. 

One reason for this was that the conflict of interests was more 

apparent than real. Manchester free traders might dislike Palmerston’s 

wars.'*® But they wanted to ‘open up’ India to their cottons and safe- 

guard their access to markets in China. There was no more ardent free 

trader than Sir John Bowring, the governor of Hong Kong who hoped 

for a British protectorate over much of South China.'*? Missionary 

leaders distrusted colonial officialdom. But they looked to London for 

help against predatory settlers, and to extend its imperial umbrella 

over their new fields of activity. Scientific and humanitarian lobbies 
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had to convince British opinion that its real interests were global, and 
should not be frustrated by local obstruction that was stuck in the 

past. The rapprochement of interests was also ideological, and sprang 

from a common commitment to ‘progress’ — the real moral warrant of 

Victorian imperialism. Thus authoritarian rule on the ‘crown colony’ 

principle (where the executive controlled an appointive legislature) was 

originally justified as necessary when the ‘British’ were too few and ‘free 

people of colour too numerous’."3° But it acquired a new moral pur- 

pose as the way of restraining an oppressive minority of white settlers or 

planters. Both positions assumed that only enlightened British rule, not 

its coarse local variant, could redeem Asians and Africans from their 

slough of stagnation, or worse. It was precisely on these grounds that 

John Stuart Mill, the scourge of colonial crimes in Jamaica, excused the 

denial of representative government to the people of India.13! Human- 

itarians and missionaries might decry the mistreatment of indigenous 

peoples. But they were wholly committed to the moral obsessions of 

Victorian society, and its strictures on gender, the place of the fam- 

ily and the treatment of women.'3* Few mid-Victorians would have 

resisted the claim — however romantic their views — that ‘commercial’ 

societies like their own were richer and stronger because their institu- 

tions and mores favoured the advancement of knowledge and technol- 

ogy. The common ingredient of most of these attitudes was a vulgar 

conception of ‘race’ — not a scientific racism but a catch-all presumption 

that variations in skin-shade, religion and climate were an accurate pre- 

dictor of civilisational capacity. Some Victorians discovered by personal 

experience the limitations of this theory, but not very many. 

These trends in British society were part of the story. They were 

matched by the changes in Britain’s spheres of expansion. The sudden 

death-crisis of the Company state gave London the chance to impose 

British priorities on a self-centred expatriate Anglo-Indian regime. The 

remnants of the Company’s old merchant-warrior ethos were thrown 

on the scrap-heap. India was now to be much more thoroughly inte- 

grated into Britain’s pattern of trade and investment — a process acceler- 

ated by the cutting of the Suez Canal and the extension of the telegraph 

and submarine cable. But, as quickly became clear, the military founda- 

tions of the new British Raj also demanded a closer strategic connection, 

and imposed willy-nilly a general revision of imperial defence. Once 

London had to find more than 70,000 soldiers for the Indian garrison 

(and perhaps more in an emergency — 90,000 had been needed during 
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the Mutiny), the strain on the rest of its imperial commitments became 

overwhelming. ‘In truth’, remarked Gladstone, ‘England must keep a 

military bank on which India can draw checks at pleasure.’"33 To make 

the books balance, British troops were withdrawn from New Zealand 

and Canada — occasioning a furious protest from the New Zealand 

ministers. By 1872, the War Office expected that, of the British troops 

stationed abroad, fifty-seven of its line battalions (the infantry back- 

bone) would be garrisoning India, with a mere thirteen in the rest of 

the colonies.'34 In return, London expected that both the British and 

Indian troops stationed in India would form Britain’s strategic reserve 

in the world east of Suez, to be charged on the Indian budget except for 

the ‘extraordinary’ costs of an expedition or war. In political terms, the 

effect was far-reaching. Henceforth, any concession London might be 

willing to make to Indian self-rule had an iron limitation. No change 

could be made that imperilled India’s military budget (the largest item 

of spending), nor the huge remittance it made for the hire of its gar- 

rison. And, as the demand from Lancashire for more Indian railways 

(and thus more Indian customers) was felt more directly, the burden of 

Indian debt also rose steeply. India was locked into the British ‘system’ 

far more completely than under the Company Raj. 

In the settlement colonies, the signs were less obvious. They 

enjoyed internal self-government (except at the Cape) by mid-century, 

keeping at bay the concern of London-based interests for their indige- 

nous peoples, a potent source of friction. Their white populations had 

grown. They contained large urban centres. Their economic and cul- 

tural institutions were comparable to: those of provincial Britain. But 

in two important respects they were being bound more closely to the 

old ‘Mother-Country’. To compete in the global economy required 

heavy investment in the infrastructure of transport, and ever greater 

reliance on the shipping and sea-lanes that carried their products to 

Europe. Both drove them into a deeper dependence on London and 

Liverpool, and sharpened the sense that their credit and capital were 

only as strong as their reputation in Britain. The colossal priority of 

economic development made it even less likely that they would cease to 

depend on British sea-power for strategic protection. Secondly, as the 

scale of their societies grew, their points of contact with British insti- 

tutions and interests, the circulation of persons as well as ideas, and 

Britain’s significance as the model of modernity (as well as a warning 

of its costs and risks), also grew rapidly. The only alternative to ‘British 
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connection’ was a painful march back into colonial isolation or, in the 

Canadian case, to embrace annexation to the next-door republic. Nei- 

ther appealed much. Something similar was happening in the invisible 

empire of commerce and credit. At the London end of the axis, the 

growth of the capital market centred on the stock exchange, the rise of 

specialised financial entrepreneurs, the spread of risk through limited 

liability, and the increasing volume of economic information available 

through cable and telegraph, increased the capacity of the imperial 

centre to trade and invest in overseas countries. At much the same 

time, improvements in transport brought by steam technology drove 

prices down and exposed local merchants, like those in Latin Amer- 

ica, to fiercer competition from abroad. Combined with the need to 

raise more and more capital for railways, harbours and urban improve- 

ments, the result was to strengthen British-based enterprise (including 

banks and insurance companies) over local concerns that lacked their 

resources and network of contacts. The foundations were laid for what 

one writer has called the ‘Londonisation’ of international commerce."35 

London built up its property empire and amassed an income from ser- 

vices. In Latin America, the escape into autarky became a subject for 

romance. 
By the mid-1870s, a set of conjunctures and crises, scarcely 

imaginable some forty years earlier, had largely reshaped Britain’s place 

in the world. More by default than by any design, they endowed Britain 

with the military, economic and demographic resources to sustain a 

world-system, given reasonable prudence. How that system was chal- 

lenged, defended, reinvented and broken the chapters that follow are 

meant to explain. 



2 THE OCTOPUS POWER 

After 1870, the global conditions in which a British world-system had 

first taken shape began to change rapidly. Between then and 1900, the 

political and economic map of the world was redrawn. New impe- 

rial powers, including Germany, Italy, the United States and Japan, 

entered the stage; old ones ballooned in size. Africa, Southeast Asia and 

the Pacific were partitioned leaving only patches of local sovereignty: 

Ethiopia, Liberia, Siam. The great Eurasian empires of the Ottomans, 

Qajars and Ch’ing hovered on the brink of collapse: their division 

between rival predators seemed imminent and inevitable. The old polit- 

ical landscape of mid-century, with its separate spheres, was being fused 

into a single system of ‘world politics’. At the same time, industriali- 

sation, the huge rise in the volume of trade, the wider reach of inland 

transport, the deepening penetration of capital, the tidal wave of Euro- 

pean migration and the lesser flows of Asian, were creating a global 

economy in which even basic foodstuffs were ruled by a world market 

and world prices.’ In this more intensely competitive setting, hitherto 

‘remote’ societies were brusquely driven to ‘reform’. In many, the hope 

of building a new model state to beat off outsiders and suppress internal 

revolt, was forlorn at best and ended in crisis and colonial subjection. 

Meanwhile, in those societies already under colonial rule, or where 

European influence was being felt more acutely, political and cultural 

resistance came to seem much more urgent, and the appeal of ‘nation- 

alism’ (in various forms) began to rise sharply. Even at home, or among 

overseas British communities, new kinds of mass politics reflected the 

sense of ever deeper exposure to external forces, and the need to create 

greater social cohesion by reform or exclusion. 

An early source of alarm was a Near Eastern crisis that threat- 

ened to bring Russian power to the Straits (and thus the Mediterranean) 
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and make the Ottoman Empire a client state of the Tsar. It was rapidly 

followed by a general crisis in Egypt, and by a British invasion intended, 

said London, to restore order in Cairo before an early withdrawal. 

There was no withdrawal. Instead, within less than three years the 

British became party to an extraordinary plan for the territorial parti- 

tion of Africa. Under the rubric of ‘effective occupation’, a bundle of 

treaties made with African rulers would justify a protectorate or even 

a colony. Whether intended or not, the result was a ‘scramble’, and 

the rush to partition was echoed in other parts of the world. But what 

had led British governments to react in this fashion? What risks did 

they run? How would opinion in Britain respond to the mass of new 

liabilities that scrambling imposed? Would it relish the triumphs that 

‘new imperialism’ brought home, or remain sourly indifferent to these 

baubles of empire? Was this burst of expansion a sign of irrepressible 

confidence in Britain’s ‘manifest destiny’ or the gloomy precaution of a 

power in decline and its hag-ridden leaders? Had British greed wrecked 

their diplomatic position in Europe and united their rivals in shared 

animosity? Some people thought so. ‘We have not a friend in Europe’, 

wrote a cabinet minister as Britain plunged into war in South Africa, 

‘and...the main cause of the dislike is... that we are like an octopus 

with gigantic feelers stretching out over the habitable world, constantly 

interrupting and preventing foreign nations from doing that which we 

in the past have done ourselves.’* 

The new geopolitics 

Even in the 1870s, the alarm had been sounded about the speed with 

which the world was ‘filling up’. “The world is growing so small that 

every patch of territory begins to be looked upon as a stray farm is by a 

County magnate’, wrote the editor of The Times in 1874, in language 

he thought ministers might understand.} By the 1890s, the idea was 

becoming a commonplace. Frederick Jackson Turner (in an American 

context), and five widely influential writers, Charles Pearson (1893), 

Benjamin Kidd (1894), Alfred Mahan (1900), James Bryce (1902) and 

Halford Mackinder (1904) all regarded the closing of the settlement 

frontier and the demarcation of the world’s land surface as the begin- 

ning of a new epoch.* Coupled with the growth of almost instantaneous 

communications, what the Canadian imperialist George Parkin called 

‘a new nervous system’ of the cable and telegraph,’ they had brought 
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about a phase of unprecedented delicacy in great power diplomacy. 
‘In the post-Columbian age’, declared Mackinder, 

we shall again have to deal with a closed political system, 
and none the less it will be of world-wide scope. Every 

explosion of social forces, instead of being dissipated in a 

surrounding circuit of unknown space and barbaric chaos, 

will be sharply re-echoed from the far side of the globe and 

weak elements in the political and economic organism of 

the world will be shattered.°® 

Mackinder’s suggestion that the end of the open frontier of territorial 

expansion would have important effects upon domestic and interna- 

tional politics had already been anticipated by Pearson and Kidd. Now 

that the temperate lands had been filled up, argued Pearson, the pent- 

up force of surplus population would force governments in Europe to 

assume an ever larger role in social and economic life. Kidd believed that 

the closing of the temperate frontier of settlement had coincided with 

the arrival of a ‘new democracy’ in Europe, social as well as political, 

whose economic demands could only be satisfied by the exploitation of 

the tropics — ‘the richest region of the globe’.” Both writers assumed that 

only large, well-organised states could survive in an age of increasing 

competition for resources. 

These large predictions also reflected powerful cultural and 

racial assumptions. Pearson, whose views had been shaped by the 

antipathy to Chinese immigration in the Australian colonies where 

much of his career was spent, imagined a future in which the ‘higher 

races’ would have been driven back upon ‘a portion of the temper- 

ate zone’.® He prophesied the rise of Afro-Asian states ‘no longer too 

weak for aggression’, with fleets in the European seas, attending inter- 

national conferences and ‘welcomed as allies in the quarrels of the 

civilised world’.? No doubt his readers could feel their flesh creep as 

the ‘yellow peril’ grew closer. But to most writers it was the relentless 

pressure of Europeans upon other peoples and civilisations that seemed 

more obvious. The Anglo-Saxon, despite his humanitarian sentiments 

‘has exterminated the less-developed peoples...even more effectively 

than other races’, remarked Kidd sarcastically.'° Tropical peoples could 

offer no resistance to Europe’s ‘absolute ascendency’. ‘Europe has 

annexed the rest of the earth’, remarked the historian-politician James 

Bryce, ‘and European ideas would prevail everywhere except China.”"' 
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The close contact between advanced and backward peoples marked a 

‘crisis in the history of the world’.’? Isolation was no longer an option: 

extinction or absorption was the fate of many tribes or peoples, and the 

‘backward nations’ were condemned to be a proletariat. Nor was there 

any way of preventing Europeans from annexing and settling “coun- 

tries inhabited by the coloured races’: the best that could be hoped 

for was to regulate relations between whites and blacks, Indians and 

Chinese to minimise friction and keep ‘some races. . . at the highest level 

of efficiency’.'3 To an acute observer of Indian civilisation, it seemed 

certain that the old cultural realm of Hindu polytheism was under siege 

from external forces, and that a ‘moral inter-regnum’ would intervene 

before the Hindu reformation was complete." Lord Salisbury referred 

bluntly to ‘dying nations’. 

It was hardly surprising that, among non-European writers, 

the irresistible advance of the Europeans was regarded with a mix- 

ture of awe at their technical prowess, and mistrust of their political 

motives. The overweening racial arrogance of Europeans was widely 

noted by Indian,*5 Chinese — ‘Westerners are very strict about races and 

they look upon other races as enemies’, said the influential mandarin- 

scholar K’ang Yu-Wei)'® — and Afro-American observers. Europeans 

would make little progress in spreading Christianity in Africa, thought 

the highly educated black West Indian Edward Wilmot Blyden. They 

were hindered by climate but also by their supercilious view of African 

cultures.*” Islamic intellectuals were divided between those who argued 

against any compromise with the subversive teachings of the West and 

those who insisted that a new synthesis could be found between its tech- 

nical and scientific knowledge and a modernised Islam.'® Underlying 

much of this academic commentary was the sense of an impending cul- 

tural struggle to reshape the non-European world. For the ruling elites 

of Afro-Asia’s remaining independent states, international politics after 

1880 were a race against time to achieve ‘self-strengthening’ before 

the might of the European powers imposed ‘protection’, annexation or 

partition upon them. 

On all sides, world politics were coming to be seen as a vortex 

in which only the strong would survive, and then at the price of a dis- 

cipline and organisation at variance with older traditions of diversity 

and individualism. Among Europeans, the sense of intensifying compe- 

tition was sharpened by crucial changes on their own continent. After 

the 1870s, the brief experiment of free trade was swept away and, 
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in almost every large power except Britain, agriculture protected and 
industry built up behind tariff walls. At the same time, the political 

geography of the continent was reshaped by the emergence of Germany 

and Italy as great powers and (after 1880) would-be colonial pow- 

ers as well. The old triangular imperialism of Britain, France and 

Russia had become hexagonal. Since the European ‘dwarfs’ (as the 

Dutch described themselves) could not always be disregarded, impe- 

rial diplomacy sometimes became octagonal — even before the rise of 

American and Japanese power in the Pacific. Henceforward, it became 

hard to resist the claim that the principle of equitable compensation 

on which the peace of Europe was held to depend should be extended 

to any region where a European power had enlarged its possessions. 

For the British, the shock of change was particularly severe. British 

opinion had blithely assumed that, in the new world economy of ris- 

ing trade and rapid transport, international free trade would guarantee 

their commercial ascendancy. Secondly, they had every reason to fear 

that their large, loose, decentralised confederacy, with its wide zones of 

informal influence and fluid primacy, would be especially vulnerable to 

a new imperialism of partition. 

The intensifying pressure to modernise in a world more and 

more subject to a global economy and to a single system of international 

politics thus threatened a double revolution in which old (Afro-Asian) 

states would disappear and a new, more fiercely competitive group of 

(European) empires would emerge. Its first epicentre was in the Near 

East. The Ottoman Empire had been under siege since the 1770s but 

it had shown a remarkable capacity for survival. In the Crimean War, 

Russia, its main enemy, had been hurled out of the Black Sea. The 

empire had been cautiously ‘reformed’ to strengthen its army and cen- 

tralising bureaucracy. But, in such proximity to Europe and with large 

Christian populations in its western provinces, this was bound to be dif- 

ficult. Drawing closer to Europe through trade and technology risked 

upsetting the delicate balance of its internal politics. Borrowing heavily 

in the West to improve its rule was a gamble on economic forces over 

which it had no control. In 1875, disaster came. The Ottoman gov- 

ernment declared itself bankrupt, defaulting on large loans in London 

and Paris. In the political turbulence that followed, reprisals against 

its Christian subjects (the ‘Bulgarian Horrors’) became a cause célebre 

in Europe. Amid a wave of passionate sympathy for ‘fellow Slavs’, 

Russian intervention in 1877 led swiftly to full-scale invasion and the 
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imposition of a treaty (at San Stefano outside Constantinople) which 

openly reduced Turkey to a client-state. With the loss of their Euro- 

pean provinces (the richest part of their empire) and an indefensible 

frontier in Thrace, the Ottomans had reached the brink of final col- 

lapse. Russia’s control over the Straits and her predominance in the 

Eastern Mediterranean — the nightmare of British diplomacy since the 

1780s — was only a matter of time.'? 

Disraeli’s government reacted angrily but indecisively. A fleet 

was sent to lurk in the approaches to Constantinople and an Indian 

army contingent sent to Malta. London grandly urged the Turks to 

stand firm and embrace reform. But, with France still traumatised 

by defeat in 1871 and no sign of animosity between the Russians, 

Germans and Austrians, there was no chance of repeating the diplo- 

matic triumph of 1856. After much huffing and puffing, the result was 

a ‘strategic retreat’ in British policy, carefully disguised by Disraeli as 

a diplomatic victory.*° The British took Cyprus, theoretically to guard 

Turkey’s Asian provinces against further Russian encroachment, and 

staved off the ‘Big Bulgaria’ which might have brought Russian influ- 

ence to the Aegean. But Salisbury (who became Foreign Secretary in 

1878) was under no illusion that the ‘Eastern Question’ was settled.*" 

Indeed, the wholesale confiscation of Ottoman Europe and Russia’s 

advance in the Caucasus, acquiring Kars, Batum and Ardahan, sug- 

gested that Turkey’s decay had entered the terminal phase. In every 

court in Europe, Salisbury told his ambassador in Constantinople, ‘the 

Empire is looked upon as doomed’.”? 

This was the larger context in which the governments of both 

Disraeli and Gladstone tried to exert political and financial discipline 

on Egypt whose default had followed on the heels of Turkey’s in 1876. 

Away from the Balkan cockpit, it was easier for Britain and France 

(the main source of Egypt’s loans) to exert their joint influence through 

the so-called ‘Dual Control’ over Cairo’s finances. The real difficulty 

was that the drastic reduction of government spending to meet the 

‘coupon’ owed to the bondholders was bound to offend the powerful 

vested interests upon whom the Khedive’s regime depended: landown- 

ers; the bureaucracy; above all, the army. It was hardly surprising 

that, while Ismail had been anxious to restore his credit and regain 

access to money-markets in the West, he also used every means to 

loosen the foreign control at the heart of his government. But, when 

France and Britain secured his deposition by the Ottoman Sultan (his 
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formal overlord) in June 1879, in favour of the more pliant Tewfik, the 
whole khedivial structure began to disintegrate. By September 1881, an 
alliance of discontent had made Colonel Arabi, a senior army officer, 
the dominant power.”3 

The scale of Egyptian debt, Egypt’s importance as the closest 

and most dynamic of Europe’s new Afro-Asian trading partners and her 

strategic value as the ‘highway’ to the East (drastically increased with 

the completion of the Suez Canal in 1869) all made an Anglo-French 

accord with the ruling power in Cairo of the greatest urgency. But the 

prospects of an agreement with Arabi were always bleak. The Anglo- 

French officials of the ‘Dual Control’ regarded his movement as a road- 

block in the path of financial reform. Without the wholehearted backing 

of a ‘native’ government, they feared the shrivelling of their influence. 

Their hostility was loudly echoed by the large European community 

(nearly 100,000 strong) who lived under extra-territorial privilege and 

largely exempt from taxation. They were regarded by Arabi’s following 

as a parasitical class responsible for Egypt’s misfortunes.*4 The atmo- 

sphere of mistrust was deepened by the efforts of Tewfik to restore his 

authority, and by the natural suspicion on the Arabist side that sooner 

or later the Western powers would act against him and (as in Cyprus 

and Tunis) impose their rule. Under these conditions, reconciling auton- 

omy, stability and financial reform would have needed a miracle. 

For the British and French governments did not regard Egypt as 

a sovereign state whose independence had to be respected at all costs. 

Nor was this just a British view. ‘L’Egypte a une importance politique 

qui lui interdit l’indépendance’ was the terse Russian summary.*> Its 

uncertain status as an autonomous part of the Ottoman Empire, its 

protected European ‘settlers’, and the Khedive’s acceptance of the Dual 

Control made it a region where international interests and influence 

were already uniquely entrenched, and where local rights were closely 

circumscribed. On this view, they were bound to regard Arabi’s demand 

of ‘Egypt for the Egyptians’ as a dangerous and retrograde slogan. The 

result was an escalating campaign of pressure and threat to deflate 

his prestige and restore the Khedive as the prime mover in Egyptian 

politics. In June 1882, the appearance of a French and British fleet at 

Alexandria, Egypt’s premier port and its window on Europe, led to a 

massacre of Europeans. In July, Admiral Seymour’s bombardment of 

the city merely raised Arabi to the zenith of his fame as the champion 

of Egyptian rights against the alien oppressor. 
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The Gladstone cabinet was now in a quandary. A change 

of government in France had ruled out joint action. To do nothing 

would be to acquiesce in Arabi’s supremacy. But did Britain’s interests 

really justify a unilateral military intervention, courting international 

resentment, and risking domestic outrage at the shameless reversal of 

Gladstone’s Midlothian principles of 1879? Gladstone was in two 

minds, if not more. But a strong ‘war party’ in the cabinet insisted 

that Egypt was on the verge of anarchy, that Arabi was goading a 

murderous xenophobia, and that only prompt action — an invasion — 

could save Britain’s vital interest in the free passage of the Canal. With 

his mind on Ireland, Gladstone accepted defeat, and the vote for war 

credits passed triumphantly through the Commons. In September, an 

expeditionary force of 31,000 British and Indian troops swept Arabi 

aside at Tel el-Kebir and placed Egypt under a ‘temporary occupation’ 

that was to last for more than seventy years. 

The real motives for this crucial decision, with its vast unfore- 

seen consequences for Britain’s world position, have been fiercely 

debated ever since. Was the Canal really in danger at the moment 

in July when the cabinet authorised an invasion? Was there any risk 

of France striking a separate bargain with Arabi and subverting British 

influence? Was Arabi the monster of anarchy that he was painted? 

Were British ministers as indifferent to the laments of the bondholders 

as they claimed? Was strategy rather than economics the true com- 

pelling force that drove the British into Egypt? Scepticism on all these 

fronts has been vigorously expressed.”® But the closest archival study 

of the decision shows convincingly that even those who came to favour 

invasion were extremely hesitant until the massacre at Alexandria, and 

all hope of persuading the Turkish government to ‘restore order’ had 

vanished. The bombardment of Alexandria was a ‘calculated risk’ to 

frighten Arabi and his followers into retreat, taken in the knowledge 

that he might then disrupt the Canal.*7 The invasion was prepared on 

the assumption that this last effort to coerce the Arabists might make 

the Canal, hitherto untouched by disorder, a scene of confrontation. 

Disentangling the motives at work in a group of ministers strug- 

gling to make sense of a faraway crisis and distracted by bitter simulta- 

neous divisions over rural disorder in Ireland is a rough and ready task. 

But several points stand out clearly. It is unlikely that those in favour of 

military intervention drew a sharp distinction between Britain’s wider 

interests in Egypt and her strategic interest in the Canal. It would have 
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been quite illogical to do so. The Canal lay some distance from the Delta 
towns, but its commercial centres at Port Said and Suez could not be 
insulated from wider popular unrest.*® Even Gladstone acknowledged 
that ‘the safety of the Canal will not coexist with illegality and military 

violence in Egypt’.*? Nor, as Arabi’s own actions showed, would the 

Canal be safe if the conflict between his regime and the Western powers 

intensified. The Canal was much the largest tangible British interest in 

Egypt, and its fate was bound up with the question of who ruled in 

Cairo. 

But, in that case, if the Canal was so critical, why not come to 

terms with Arabi and ease the tension that endangered its use? Why 

jeopardise a vital interest by the clumsy attempt to suppress a move- 

ment whose capacity for harm was limited? Plausible or not, such an 

argument would have made little impression on the group of minis- 

ters for whom the Canal’s safety loomed so large. Their leader, Lord 

Hartington, was Secretary of State for India; he would have liked to 

have been Viceroy in 1880.3° Lord Northbrook at the Admiralty was 

a former Viceroy, deeply suspicious of the loyalty of India’s Muslims. 

Charles Dilke, junior minister at the Foreign Office, a close friend of 

Joseph Chamberlain and a key member of the ‘forward party’, shared 

the widespread post-Mutiny view that British rule in India was inher- 

ently fragile. For all these ministers, India was not only the second 

centre of British power but the prism through which they surveyed 

non-European politics. To have compromised with Arabi would have 

threatened the prestige on which authority in India was held to depend. 

To have done so after the Alexandria massacre, with its horrible evoca- 

tion of the Mutiny, would have been inconceivable. Of all the ministers 

in the Gladstone cabinet, those most alarmed about the Canal (because 

of India) were those least disposed to treat with Arabi (because of India). 

They were the most susceptible to alarmist reports about a coming anar- 

chy and the least likely to see Arabi as a ‘national’ leader fighting fairly 

for freedom. 

But, in the end, what carried the Gladstone government over 

the edge into invasion was the weakness of the arguments against it. 

When Disraeli’s cabinet had debated how to check Russia’s advance 

in 1877, the colossal risk of a war without allies was so divisive that 

‘in a cabinet of twelve...there are seven parties’.3’ But, at the time 

that military intervention was considered in July 1882, it was clear 

that a brief occupation to ‘restore order on behalf of Europe’ would 
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present few diplomatic complications and had the approval of both the 

Ottoman Sultan and the Khedive. The cost would be modest, and would 

be met partly by India. There was little danger of defeat. Power would 

revert to the Khedive, not pass to a British governor. On the other hand, 

if the crisis worsened, the Canal were blocked and more Europeans 

killed, the government’s credit would suffer badly and it would come 

under irresistible pressure to invade in much less favourable conditions. 

The ‘geopolitical calculus’ in short was overwhelmingly for intervention 

and its champions too resolute to be outmanoeuvred by Gladstone. 

The occupation was the single most important forward move- 

ment made by Britain in the age of partition which set in after 1880. 

There is no convincing evidence that it was undertaken primarily to 

recoup the fortunes of British investors in Egyptian bonds. But, equally, 

it is too schematic to argue that it was merely the culmination of a long- 

standing interest in the safety of the route to India: a pure question of 

strategy. The complex reaction to Egyptian politics in London did not 

spring from the wish merely to conserve the existing strategic link with 

India, still less to recover funds sunk before the crash of ’76. The leading 

ministers, and the wider public who had celebrated Disraeli’s purchase 

of Canal shares in 1875,3* recognised that Britain’s stake in the Canal 

(and therefore in Egypt) was growing rapidly. An entire shipping sys- 

tem was being built around it,3} and the commercial and military value 

of India was rising steeply. The canal was not the symbol of a decaying 

mid-Victorian pre-eminence, but of the dynamic expansion of late- 

Victorian Britain. That, perhaps, was why its defence united Whigs and 

Radicals (like Chamberlain and Dilke - who had urged annexation in 

187834) in Gladstone’s cabinet. In the same way, the hard line towards 

Arabi reflected the late-century view that economic and social progress 

was too urgent to be obstructed by Afro-Asian regimes whose capacity 

for self-improvement was now regarded with ever heavier scepticism. In 

the decade after 1882, Egypt became the test case for arguments about 

‘progressive imperialism’ and the matrix of a new imperial consensus 

on politics and strategy in the era of Weltpolitik. 

The logic of partition 

Whatever the logic behind occupation, the Liberal ministers soon found 

that they had entered Egypt ona false prospectus. Intervention had been 
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meant to achieve a brisk reconstruction of Egyptian politics, locking 
out ‘disruptive’ elements and allowing Tewfik to organise a govern- 
ment committed to financial and political ‘reform’. Once a safe regime 
was firmly installed in Cairo, repaying its debts under the eye of the 
international Caisse de la Dette, the British could revert to their old 

policy of influence and their old partnership with France. But nothing 

went according to plan. It soon became clear that facile constitutional 

schemes (like the Dufferin report of 1883) would collapse as soon as 

the British garrison left Cairo. The internal crisis brought by economic 

change and deepened by foreign interference, was much too severe to be 

solved by a Whig formula. Amid all the promises of British withdrawal, 

Egyptian politicians were understandably reluctant to ally themselves 

to a transient force. Then, within a year of the British invasion, the 

Mahdist revolt in Egypt’s vast southern colony of the Sudan — a posses- 

sion which meant as much to Cairo as India to London — threatened to 

destabilise Egypt’s politics still further and spread rebellion in its upper 

provinces.35 As these complications were rubbed in by Evelyn Baring, 

the British Agent at Cairo, the date for withdrawal receded until, by 

1889, the occupation, however ‘temporary’, had become indefinite.3° 

The British now feared to leave because they were convinced 

that a chaos worse than that of 1882 would follow. The logic of inter- 

vention had become the logic of control. The strategic and diplomatic 

cost of this discovery was bound to be high. Turning Egypt into a vir- 

tual colony broke every rule of imperial expansion. Thus far, Britain’s 

movement into the Outer World beyond Europe had served to insulate 

her interests more and more from the play of intra-European rivalry. 

Except in India (which had its own army and paid for British ‘help’), 

access to Britain’s colonies and spheres was by the open sea, the element 

where her strategic advantage was greatest. This pattern of maritime 

expansion allowed the British to localise their conflicts and even to 

choose between fighting limited or unlimited wars. But Egypt was an 

exposed salient on the rim of Europe, a great hostage to diplomatic 

fortune. As the Ottoman Empire sank towards collapse, the eastern 

Mediterranean became the cockpit of European politics. It was one 

thing to organise a diplomatic defence of Turkey in the style of Palmer- 

ston, quite another to protect a territorial stake as large and important 

as Egypt. The British dared not lower their guard lest a sudden crisis 

bring on partition and wreck their status in Cairo. The price was relent- 

less pressure on their naval power, already strained by technical change 
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and the building programme of France. Between 1885 and 1890, the 
Royal Navy kept six first-class battleships in the Mediterranean. In 
the fretful 1890s, the number rose to ten and, by 1902, to fourteen.37 
The naval ‘scare’ became endemic and drove spending higher and 
higher: from £10.6 million in 1882 to £24 million by 1899. Even so, 

after 1893, fear of naval inferiority in the Mediterranean Sea was a gov- 

erning factor in British policy. The sense of being dragged willy-nilly 

into a dangerous, expensive and inflexible commitment explains much 

of the continuing anger of the Gladstonians (until the mid-1890s) at 

what they regarded as the Egyptian folly. 

Strategic insecurity placed a huge premium on diplomatic 

finesse. From the beginning, the British found themselves paying a 

diplomatic ransom for the occupation, and Egypt became, bizarrely, 

the fulcrum of their world policy. Having claimed a European mandate 

to reorganise Egypt’s finances, the British were pressed by France and 

Germany (both with seats on the international Caisse which controlled 

part of Egypt’s budget) to compensate the bondholders without delay. 

They pressed for wider international supervision of Egyptian finances, 

denounced the charge the British levied on Cairo for the cost of their 

garrison and threatened an international enquiry into the fiasco of the 

Sudan campaign. The British were to pay dearly for the privilege of 

staying. The result of this pressure was soon visible. To appease the 

Germans (who had less at stake financially), Gladstone referred a crop 

of colonial disputes to a congress in Berlin in 1884. There Bismarck 

wielded his baton Egyptien to good effect. To break the Franco-German 

combination and escape the general displeasure of Europe, the British 

abandoned a shoal of colonial claims. At a stroke, Bismarck gained an 

embryo empire in West, East and Southwest Africa and in the Pacific. 

To his lackey, the filibuster king of the Belgians, Leopold II, fell a 

giant crumb from the diplomats’ table: the Congo basin. The British 

took their reward in the easing of financial and diplomatic pressure on 

Egypt.38 
This was just the first round, for the partition of Africa, like 

the reform of Egypt, had hardly begun. The real task of managing 

Britain’s ungainly new commitment fell to Lord Salisbury, the supremo 

of foreign policy between 1886 and 1892 and from 1895 to 1900 

when he was both Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary. (He remained 

Prime Minister until 1902 but gave up the Foreign Office in 1900). 

Salisbury was greatly helped by the ruthless skill with which Evelyn 
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Baring (later Lord Cromer) created a ‘veiled protectorate’ in Egypt 

to minimise open dissent. Baring’s ‘system’ preserved the fiction of 

Egyptian autonomy. But it rested on the tacit knowledge of the Egyptian 

ruler that defiance would mean deposition; on the studied manipulation 

of Egypt’s internal stresses; and on the systematic infiltration of the 

government by British ‘advisers’ who were Baring’s eyes and ears. With 

unrivalled political intelligence, a British garrison (of 6,000 men), a 

reorganised local army under British officers, and an extraordinary hold 

over his political masters in London (a measure of their trust), Baring 

was able to restore Egypt’s solvency (by 1890) and ride out the crises 

of his eccentric regime.3? Salisbury’s other advantage lay in the chronic 

mistrust between France and Germany and the gradual emergence of 

two rival diplomatic groupings: Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy 

on one side; France and Russia (after 1892) on the other. But he faced 

the constant risk that another crisis in the Near East might unite the 

continental powers behind a scheme of partition whose victim (apart 

from the Sultan) would be Britain’s strategic link with India. 

By outlook and training, Salisbury was well suited to this game 

of diplomatic poker. He took a disenchanted, ironic view of human 

motive. He mistrusted enthusiasm and laughed at nationalism (‘the 

philological law of nations’4°). But he had thought deeply about state- 

craft and saw the virtue of an active policy in Europe.4" ‘Sleepless 

tact, immovable calmness and patience’4* he deemed the secret of suc- 

cess; the diplomat’s victories were ‘made up of a series of microscopic 

advantages....’ ‘Serene, impassive intelligence’ was the mark of the 

statesman.*3 

Salisbury regarded foreign policy as a realm of technical exper- 

tise ill-suited to wayward cabinets let alone the rough and tumble of 

electoral politics.44 He preferred to work in secrecy with a small group 

of aides. From his room in the Foreign Office or at Hatfield, his country 

house near London, he kept a close, obsessive watch on the cauldron of 

Near East diplomacy and the manoeuvres of his European counterparts. 

He held the threads of policy tightly in his grasp. In the ‘inner zone’ of 

British policy, the security corridor to India, his authority was not eas- 

ily challenged. The ‘official’ interest in India and Egypt was under his 

command; occupation had soothed the Egyptian bondholders. Public 

hostility to Turkey aroused by new Armenian ‘Horrors’ was the main 

constraint. But, in the ‘outer zone’ beyond, where diplomacy grappled 

with unofficial colonialism, his grip was less sure. 
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Yet Salisbury’s whole policy depended upon the careful bal- 
ance between the needs of Egypt and the Near East, where Britain was 
most vulnerable, and British interests in other regions of the Outer 
World. In essence, his technique was to use the open spaces and ‘light 
soil’ of tropical Africa to appease France and Germany, soften their 

irritation at Britain’s unwarranted primacy in Cairo and stave off an 

anti-British coalition among the continental powers. This was easier 

said than done. By the 1880s, unofficial or commercial interest in 

African hinterlands was growing rapidly. In Senegal and the Upper 

Niger, the military sub-imperialism of the French colonial army was on 

the march.‘5 Rival groups of traders, missionaries and private imperial- 

ists were soon jostling each other and scrambling for ‘treaties’ granting 

commercial, mineral or religious rights. Worse still, they were remark- 

ably deft at rallying public support at home for ventures easily repack- 

aged as crusades against slavery or for the promotion of Christianity 

through commerce. 

To Salisbury, the result seemed a nightmare of misguided if 

not fraudulent expansionism. At best it might be managed: it could 

not be suppressed. Left untended, it threatened to wreck the finger- 

tip delicacy with which he steered between the rival great power 

combinations. It might drive him into unwelcome friendships and 

towards unwanted confrontations. Many years before, ruminating 

on the sources of friction in European politics, he had argued that, 

when a state had become ‘permanently anarchical and defenceless’, 

its neighbours for self-preservation must impose a ‘tutelage of ambas- 

sadors...or...partition’.4° This insight he now applied to anarchic, 

defenceless Africa. The aim of policy must be to damp down the quar- 

rels of Europe’s frontiersmen by an equitable partition of spheres before 

they could inflame opinion and damage the interests that really mat- 

tered. To this most detached observer of human foibles, with his gloomy 

view of the burdens on British power, it seemed obvious that the diplo- 

matic defence of Egypt depended upon a cartographic fantasy: the 

parcelling-up of Africa. 

Salisbury may have been the grand architect of African par- 

tition, applying his diplomatic method to regions as remote and 

unknown, he once said, as the ‘far side of the moon’. But he had 

to tread carefully round vociferous ‘interests’ at home, and ruthless 

empire-builders on the ground like Goldie and Rhodes. Without the 

means (and perhaps the confidence) to counter their mastery of the 
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press, he took a fatalistic view of public opinion. ‘I once told Salis- 

bury’, wrote the German ambassador, ‘that it seemed to be the Govern- 

ment’s duty to lead public opinion. He replied that this was harder than 

I appeared to realise.’4”7 Whatever his reservations about the methods 

and mentality of the private imperialists, he had little choice but to press 

on behalf of their claims. He mixed the careful palliation of Germany 

(exchanging Heligoland for Zanzibar) with the brutal coercion of Por- 

tugal (both in 1890). Portugal’s claims in what is now Zimbabwe were 

dismissed with a growl — in favour of Rhodes. The contest with France, 

which had greater strength on the spot and, after 1892, an alliance with 

Russia, required much more finesse. Salisbury could not afford to let the 

French officiers soudanais and their ragtag black army hem in British 

interests on the West African coast and deny them their hinterland; 

or risk an armed struggle between them and Goldie’s pale imitation 

of the East India Company (Salisbury was scornful of Goldie’s Clive- 

like pretensions). Nor could he permit a French forward move into the 

southern Sudan, in case their arrival coincided with the expected col- 

lapse of the Mahdist regime in Khartoum. A French-ruled Sudan would 

have wrecked Cromer in Egypt. In the West African case, despite much 

bad-tempered diplomacy and some sabre-rattling in the bush, Salisbury 

largely achieved the partition he wanted. In the Sudan, his victory was 

much more complete. There Kitchener’s (Anglo-Egyptian) army, with 

its light railways and steam launches, decisively smashed the Mahdist 

regime and captured Khartoum (in September 1898). With Marchand’s 

tiny force at Fashoda hugely outnumbered, and the Royal Navy assem- 

bling in the English Channel, Paris abandoned its claim to the Upper 

Nile Valley. 

Salisbury’s triumph had been three-fold. He had secured 

Britain’s position in Egypt, the strategic hinge of Anglo-Indian defence, 

without drawing down on his head a continental coalition. The price 

he had paid in African claims had been surprisingly light, guarding his 

flank against an outcry at home. Above all, he had avoided the diplo- 

matic and military setbacks that dogged Disraeli and Gladstone and 

threatened electoral disaster. But, by the late 1890s, for all his success 

at Fashoda, it was no longer so clear that his deft combination of British 

strength on the ground, with an agile diplomacy and Britain’s naval 

deterrent could protect British interests against the threat of attrition. 

The main reason for this was the sudden emergence of a new 

epicentre of extra-European upheaval. China’s shattering defeat by 

Japan in 1895 signalled a political bankruptcy as complete as that of 
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the Ottomans twenty years before. The break-up of the Ch’ing empire 
seemed imminent. Even more alarming from the British point of view 
was the formation of the ‘Far Eastern Triplice’ - a coalition of Ger- 
many, France and Russia — to strip Japan of her spoils and impose their 
own terms for China’s survival. Britain’s commercial interests were 

centred on Shanghai and the Yangtse valley but spread out all over 

China. Neither Kwangtung in the south (the hinterland behind Hong 

Kong) nor North China and Peking could easily be given up. But with 

France looking north from Indochina, Russia south from the Amur, and 

German interest in Shantung, the British faced a squeeze and Salisbury 

a dilemma. He could fall in with an agreed partition and make the 

best terms he could. He could challenge the other powers to an open 

competition for the spheres and concessions which the Chinese offered 

in return for loans. Or he could hang back and wait, hoping the crisis 

would pass. 

Salisbury’s instinct was to wait. An early agreement with Britain 

isolated and the Triplice in harmony would be expensive and perhaps 

unacceptable to his colleagues and public opinion. An open competi- 

tion risked extending the Triplice to the Near East, exposing the core of 

his system to the danger he tried most to avoid, and at a moment when 

the Armenian crisis and Anglo-French rivalry in Africa were coming 

to a head. ‘In Asia there is room for us all’, he soothed in November 

1896.4° But delay was not an easy option. Salisbury’s caution was out 

of tune with the mounting excitement among the British in China and 

their sympathisers at home. The Asia-Pacific had replaced the Near 

East and tropical Africa as the platform for imperial publicists and 

commercial alarmists. The young George Curzon, patrician, politician, 

scholar, traveller and ‘coming man’, proclaimed the Far East to be 

the only region left where British manufacturers could find and keep 

an open market.4? In the Transformation of China (1898), Archibald 

Colquhoun insisted that only in China could Britain hope to expand her 

Asian commerce and strengthen her position. The Times correspondent 

in China, George Morrison, regaled his foreign editor with dire warn- 

ings of French and Russian advance, while Chirol raged back against 

Salisbury’s ‘infirmities’ and the ‘blundering and lying in which Down- 

ing Street excels’.5° Inside the Cabinet, Joseph Chamberlain pressed 

for a more forceful policy:5! outside it he intrigued for an ill-fated 

German alliance. Under this barrage, Salisbury moved crabwise. Peking 

was asked to promise that no territorial rights would be granted away 

in the Yangtse valley. Russian, French and German acquisitions were 
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‘balanced’ by a British base at Wei-hai-wei in North China and the 
extension of Hong Kong into the ‘New Territories’. But Salisbury 
also tried to reduce the danger of friction with Russia (his main fear) 

by acknowledging her claim to priority in Manchuria in the Scott- 

Muraviev agreement in 1899. If Russia, as France’s ally, had nothing 

to gain from quarrelling with Britain, so he reasoned, there was lit- 

tle danger of Anglo-French antagonism in the Near East and Africa 

spilling over into war. This was an approach already vindicated by the 

French retreat in the Fashoda crisis and the successful resolution of 

Anglo-French differences in West Africa. But, in the middle of 1900, as 

Britain became ever more deeply embroiled in the South African War, 

the Boxer Rising and its xenophobic challenge to all foreign interests in 

China threatened to unite Britain’s rivals in a general partition of the 

Ch’ing empire. ‘Her Majesty’s Government’, Salisbury told his min- 

ister at Peking with gloomy understatement, ‘view with uneasiness a 

“concert of Europe” in China.’5* 

As it turned out, the Chinese were too resilient and the Euro- 

peans too divided to permit a replay of the African partition. Japan’s 

victory over Russia in 1905 removed a Chinese share-out from the 

European diplomatic agenda. But the Boxer crisis in 1900 had brought 

the new geopolitics of British power to a climax. It signalled the birth 

of what became the grand dilemma of imperial strategy in the twentieth 

century: how to safeguard British interests simultaneously in Europe, 

the Middle East and East Asia. With the great enlargement of scale 

brought by the new wave of rivalry and confrontation in Asia and the 

Pacific, Salisbury’s delicate system of checks, balances, blandishments 

and threats, with its pivot in Egypt, seemed to have reached its term. 

In the world now imagined by Pearson, Kidd and Mackinder, and by 

Chamberlain, Milner or Curzon, old diplomacy was not enough. The 

tide of world politics, that had run so long in Britain’s favour, now 

seemed to have turned against her. 

Managing empire 

Managing a worldwide empire under these new conditions threw a 

heavy burden of political management onto administrative institutions 

in London that had grown up haphazardly since the early part 

of the century. ‘The external affairs of Great Britain’, remarked a 
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sarcastic observer, ‘are distributed without system between the For- 

eign, Colonial and India Offices. Their provinces overlap and intersect 

each other... like the divisions of some of the northern counties of 

Scotland.’53 In fact, responsibility for the faraway spheres of rule and 

influence that made up the British system was scattered across half 

a dozen departments. The shadow of the Treasury with its ‘Gladsto- 

nian garrison’ of bureaucratic skinflints lay over them all. The Foreign 

Office enjoyed primacy in external affairs as the guardian of Britain’s 

stake in the cockpits of Europe — the centre of the world. It super- 

vised relations in the ‘informal empire’ including Egypt (even after its 

occupation in 1882), the Sudan (even after conquest in 1898), China 

and the early protectorates in West and East Africa. The Colonial 

Office ruled over a jumble of ‘crown colonies’ (where local represen- 

tatives had an advisory role at best), dependencies and protectorates; 

and reigned over the self-governing settler colonies, who resented this 

meésalliance. In the Mediterranean, parts of tropical Africa and even 

in China (Hong Kong was a crown colony) it was the recalcitrant 

junior partner of the Foreign Office, with its own view of priorities. 

The India Office had been constructed in 1858 out of the East India 

Company and the old Board of Control to preside over an Indian 

‘empire’ enlarged by 1885 to include all of Burma as well western out- 

posts in the Persian Gulf and at Aden. Control over imperial defence 

lay with the Admiralty and the War Office. The former regarded itself 

(like the Foreign Office) as the real guarantor of imperial safety and 

despised the army as a motley of colonial garrisons without strategic 

value. ‘ 

Of course, the vast proportion of public business in the colonies 

and India lay ‘below the line’ and never came to the attention of offi- 

cials or ministers in London. The self-governing colonies were almost 

entirely exempt from imperial scrutiny. In theory, the Colonial Office 

could disallow their legislation if it was deemed to infringe the impe- 

rial prerogative in external affairs, defence or constitutional change. In 

practice, this power was rarely needed and hardly ever used. Crown 

colony governors reported to the Office, but, even with the telegraph 

(still very expensive) and more frequent mails, its officials were ill- 

equipped to oversee their rule. Colonial governors were, by conven- 

tion, masters in their own house. They could be rebuked or recalled for 

misdemeanours or acting ultra vires, but, provided they stayed solvent, 

kept order and avoided war, remote control from London was lax. The 



é 

85 / The octopus power 

Colonial Office acted more as a regulator, monitoring colonial laws, 
expenditure and personnel, than as a policy-making department, cer- 
tainly before Joseph Chamberlain’s arrival in 1895.54 Much the same 
was true of the India Office, which faced a single ‘super-governor’ in 

the Viceroy. The Viceroy, selected almost invariably from the politi- 

cal elite at home, not from the ranks of British officialdom in India, 

had his own network of political friends, and his status approached 

that of a cabinet minister. As a temporary autocrat of tsar-like magnif- 

icence, the liege-lord of 600 feudatory states and an Asian ruler with 

his own army and diplomatic service (for India’s frontier regions), he 

was hard to coerce and practically irremovable.55 The vast stream of 

paper that poured westward annually to fill the archives of the India 

Office was less a measure of its control than a relic of Parliament’s 

obsession since the age of Burke with the misuse of Indian revenues by 

the home government for patronage or foreign war. In fact, the tor- 

rent of administrative minutiae enthusiastically supplied by Calcutta 

dulled parliamentary curiosity about India to the point of anaesthesia — 

and was meant to.5° The formal debates on the Indian budget were 

notoriously ill-attended. 

Despite this pattern of devolution by accident and design, there 

were many issues that rose ‘above the line’ and required a decision in 

London. Any serious breakdown of internal order would mean reinforc- 

ing the colonial garrison from the pool of British infantry battalions — 

the reserve currency of imperial power. Using up this scarce resource 

(much of it already deployed in India) raised awkward questions about 

the balance between British commitments in Asia, North America, the 

Mediterranean and Southern Africa. Any constitutional alteration had 

to be inspected in case it implied new costs for the British taxpayer or 

had implications for other dependencies or imperial defence. Action by 

a colonial government which impeded British trade invariably set off an 

alarm at Westminster. London had to swallow the tariffs imposed by 

self-governing colonies, but vetoed any attack on free trade in India and 

the dependencies. Any aspect of imperial rule, or of the advancement of 

British interests in the informal empire, which produced international 

complications and raised the prospect, however remote, of conflict with 

a European power, attracted immediate scrutiny in London. More than 

anything else, it was the addition of new imperial liabilities carrying 

higher costs and the risk of friction with rival powers which exercised 

policy-makers in the late-Victorian period. 
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As a result, the problem of imperial expansion has come to be 

the main window through which we peer at the late-Victorian idea of 

empire. It raised in an acute form the question of what purpose the 

formal empire and the larger British system were meant to serve, on 

what grounds they should be extended, and for whose benefit. The 

response of British leaders was bound to reflect, however subliminally, 

their understanding of world politics, their notions of strategy, their 

grasp of economic realities, their views of race and culture, their sense 

of national community, their hopes of expansion and fears of decline. 

The tortuous decision-making imposed by conflicting priorities at home 

and abroad and the periodic sense of crisis, gives a powerful insight 

into the mechanisms through which primacy in a huge and unwieldy 

world-system was reconciled with representative government in an age 

of growing social anxiety. Indeed, the intricate connection sometimes 

revealed between domestic politics and imperial policy raises the hardest 

question of all: how far Britain had become by 1900 an ‘imperialised’ 

society, founding its values, culture and social hierarchy mainly upon 

its role as the centre of an imperial system.57 

Not surprisingly, the process by which the central issues of 

imperial expansion were resolved politically has long been the focus 

of an intense debate. The older historians of late-Victorian imperialism 

emphasised crude motives of economic gain, diplomatic prestige, racial 

arrogance or electoral calculation as the dynamic behind the willingness 

of successive British governments to extend the formal empire of rule, 

practise the diplomacy of brinkmanship in the Middle East, Southeast 

Asia and China, and resort to a costly and humiliating colonial war 

in 1899. But, since the 1960s, explanation has been dominated by the 

powerful model put forward by Robinson and Gallagher and taken 

up by a large school of disciples.5* Robinson and Gallagher rejected 

most previous explanations as naive conjecture or special pleading. 

They insisted that the motives for imperial aggrandisement had to be 

sought in the largely private thoughts and calculations of the decision- 

making elite who sanctioned territorial advance and chose between 

the forward policies that were urged upon them. They denied that the 

documentary evidence revealed any serious pursuit of economic goals 

and claimed instead that the overwhelming motive for intervention, 

annexation and acquisition was strategic: to defend the territories and 

spheres accumulated in the flush times of mid-century, above all the 
vast, valuable, vulnerable empire in India. 
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This conclusion, resting upon a close study of the African par- 
tition, was also based upon a radical reinterpretation of the place of 
empire in British politics and the outlook of the ruling elite. Whereas 

previous writers had stressed the growth of ‘popular’ imperialism and 

the anxious desire of party leaders to propitiate it with jingo excess, 

Robinson and Gallagher argued that public attitudes towards empire 

were mainly shaped by dislike of the financial burden it implied and 

distaste for the moral risks it imposed. The best kind of empire was 

informal (and therefore free from patronage), costless and peaceful. 

Expansion might be tolerated if it recouped its expenses and avoided 

disaster. But the Midlothian election in 1880 showed how the electorate 

would punish a government caught red-handed in imperial misadven- 

ture. Thereafter, they argued, ministers would only agree to a forward 

policy in extremis, as a painful remedy to stave off the general attrition 

of their world-system and its defences. Far from bowing to popular 

pressure or the pleading of commercial and financial interests, the ‘offi- 

cial mind’ — a key concept in their model — based its grudging deci- 

sions to advance on gloomy estimates of strategic and electoral danger. 

They mistrusted jingoism on principle and loathed all forms of imperial 

enthusiasm. The policy-makers’ rule of thumb decreed that, far from 

staging a forward march from the bastions of mid-Victorian imperial- 

ism, the British were condemned by secular change to run faster to stay 

in the same place. 

In other hands, this ironic portrait of late-Victorian high policy 

broadened into a definitive view of British imperialism after the turning 

point of 1880. Reactive, defensive, gloomily conservative, it was built 

on regret for the golden age of mid-Victorian primacy and obsessive 

concern for the protection of India. Britain was a status quo power 

drawn into reluctant expansion by the crises in her spheres of influ- 

ence, felt most acutely where strategic not economic interests were at 

stake.5? But, at the height of its influence, this ‘pessimistic’ interpre- 

tation was robustly challenged in a critique which pointed unerringly 

to its least plausible components. These were the implication that the 

mid-Victorian era had seen the apogee of British imperial power; the 

suggestion that late-Victorian expansion was economically sterile; and 

the view of the policy-makers as a Platonic elite guided by abstract 

principles of national interest. Cain and Hopkins® insisted instead that 

politicians, officials and the commercial and financial world of the City 

of London were united by a common ethos of ‘gentlemanly capitalism’. 
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The Victorian ruling elite sprang from a marriage of landed and com- 

mercial (not industrial) wealth, and its members were to be found as 

much in banks and finance houses as in Whitehall or the Houses of 

Parliament. A common education, shared values and linked fortunes 

meant that governments and their advisers were instinctively sympa- 

thetic to the interests of trade, but especially finance. The key decisions 

of late-Victorian forward policy, like the occupation of Egypt in 1882, 

the policy of spheres in China and the war against the Boers in 1899, 

were taken not on strategic criteria but to promote (or defend) Britain’s 

financial stake. Far from marking the gloomy defence of a reduced 

inheritance, imperial assertiveness reflected an aggressive commercial 

and financial expansion and the deliberate channelling of new economic 

energy into a periphery which had to be ‘remade’ for the purpose. And 

behind this advance stood not a doubting, sceptical public opinion but 

a powerful vested interest enthroned at the heart of government. 

The sheer scale of Britain’s global activity from China to Peru, 

the inevitable intermingling of political and economic interests, the dif- 

ferent conjunctures of international affairs and the economic cycle and 

the shifting cast of actors make any overview a heroic abstraction. But 

there are obvious ways in which neither grand model quite fits the 

evidence. Thus the furious arguments within the political elite after 

1880 over Ireland, Egypt and South Africa show how useless it was 

to appeal to an agreed version of the ‘national interest’ as the lode- 

stone of imperial policy. The ‘national interest’ was not a text to be 

consulted; it was a trophy carried off by force of rhetoric or the canny 

appeal to public sentiment; at best, it was an oracle of Sibylline ambi- 

guity. However much it yearned for seclusion in a ‘hidden city’ barred 

to the uninitiated, the ‘official mind’ was forced to accept the disci- 

pline of popular government. Delegations had to be seen; newspapers 

read; questions answered; support rallied; public emotions appeased; 

opponents (and colleagues) outmanoeuvred, by fair means if possible. 

No policy-maker cultivated a more Olympian detachment than Lord 

Salisbury, the ‘great Unapproachable’.°*’ But, even Salisbury acknowl- 

edged that diplomacy must defer to popular prejudice. ‘The loss of 

Constantinople’, he told Lord Randolph Churchill in 1886, ‘would be 

the ruin of our party... The main strength of the Tory party... lies in 

its association with the honour of the country.’®* When governments 

were divided and control over imperial policy was disputed between 

ministers, as happened frequently between 1880 and 1900, indecision 
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and the tendency to sniff the popular breeze were all the greater. The 
normal state of the ‘official mind’ was not cool certainty but chronic 
schizophrenia.°3 

This endemic turbulence made it all the less likely that any 

government would risk identifying itself openly with a single economic 

interest, however powerful. In fact, the relations between government 

and business in the imperial sphere were marked not by a sense of 

common purpose but by deep mutual mistrust and a conscious dis- 

parity in outlook and values. Businessmen raged against diplomatic 

ignorance of commercial realities. Ministers and officials sneered at the 

obtuseness of private entrepreneurs. The Royal Niger Company became 

Salisbury’s béte noire in the quest for Anglo-French agreement in West 

Africa. ‘Goldie’ (its head), complained Salisbury, ‘is a great nuisance. 

His knowledge of foreign relations must have been acquired in a music 

hall.’°4 Proconsuls jeered at the dubious ethics of their business coun- 

terparts. Salisbury’s contemptuous dismissal of the British commercial 

population in Johannesburg (‘a people for whom we care nothing”®) is 

well known. To the exponents of ‘chartered imperialism’, the efficiency 

of their ‘company states’ organised along semi-commercial lines and 

answerable to shareholders, stood in dynamic contrast to the ‘cumbrous 

machinery’ of colonial administration.®° The hallmarks of colonial rule 

were heavy taxation, wasteful expenditure and vaunting official ambi- 

tion. But, in official eyes, unofficial imperialists and the business inter- 

ests behind them showed a myopic disregard for the framework of 

order that was needed to make their commercial inroads tolerable to 

indigenous populations and home opinion. 

At bottom, there was a fundamental divide that could not be 

bridged by agreement on the logic of capitalism. If matters came to 

a crisis, the incentives and obligations that shaped business decisions 

were very different from those at work in politics and government. 

Status, merit, honour and success were judged very differently in these 

two worlds. Lost battles did not break banks but they could break gov- 

ernments. Trade monopolies made business sense but political trouble. 

Conscripting semi-servile labour — African, Indian, Chinese — lowered 

commercial costs, but (if discovered) could raise the home political 

temperature to boiling point. A diplomatic rebuff (unless of directly 

commercial significance) was of little moment in the City, but at West- 

minster it was the noose from which a government could be hanged. 

In theory, diplomacy and commerce might march in step, but at the 
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first sign of trouble each followed quite different rules of engagement. 

It was grudging respect for each other’s utility, not identity of outlook, 

that drove them into wary collaboration. 

These objections suggest that there is no need to choose between 

two starkly different views of late-Victorian imperialism. It is possible 

instead to reconstruct the workings of the ‘official mind’ to take better 

account of the untidy reality. The starting point is to recognise that, 

as in earlier periods, the initiative for British imperial expansion rarely 

if ever lay with governments, ministers and officials in London. The 

Colonial Office, remarked one ardent unofficial imperialist, could not 

be a creative force: it was ‘the “governor” of the steam-engine, not the 

boiler’.°7 The energy for advance had to come from elsewhere. After 

1880, much as before, expansion was incremental and its agents usu- 

ally local men (both official and unofficial) who enjoyed backing at 

home from the array of public and private bodies with interests on the 

periphery of empire. With the acceleration of trade and investment, and 

the ready means of switching capital from one region to another, it was 

not surprising that the speed with which the frontier of European influ- 

ence was driven forward was getting faster and faster. Nor that zones 

of longstanding sensitivity (like the Near East) should have seemed at 

greater risk from a sudden shift in their political and economic for- 

tunes. But the hinterlands into which British interests ventured differed 

widely in two crucial ways. In some cases, the unofficial presence had 

grown strongly enough, or rallied sufficient local support, to establish 

a visible British interest; in others, it had not. Some of these ‘bridge- 

heads’ enjoyed highly placed or well-organised sponsors at home, with 

backstairs influence or the means of publicity; others were much less 

well endowed. 

The real task of the ‘official mind’ was to decide which of these 

interests deserved official support and in what form. For that purpose, 

arcane criteria of the ‘national interest’ were of little use — except as 

rhetorical cover. What counted was whether those who wanted to drag 

the ‘imperial factor’ after them, or enlist its support in their local strug- 

gles, could peg out their claim not just in Africa or Asia but on public 

attention in London. Newspaper coverage and a talent for propaganda 

were vital. At the height of its difficulties in the 1890s, the Royal Niger 

Company, struggling against commercial rivals, bureaucratic hostility 

and French advance, won the backing of the The Times in a series 

of planted articles.°* Its chairman, complained a British diplomat in 
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West Africa, ‘is on the spot [i.e. in London] and has a ready and clever 
tongue’.°? Even to official agents in the field it often seemed that the best 
plan was to act first and wait for public opinion to rally behind. It was 

no good asking the Foreign Office for permission in advance, advised 

Milner in 1895. “The people on the spot must take things into their own 

hands, when, if the occasion of the decisive move is well chosen, public 

opinion here will surely approve.’7° But that meant careful attention to 

rousing public feeling and the artful depiction of a ‘forward policy’ as 

the defence of an existing (and valuable) interest. Even the great Lord 

Cromer was not above using the press ‘to work for a “forward game”’, 

and outflank his nominal master, Lord Salisbury.7* ‘Just like all British 

governments’, Cromer was reported as saying. ‘they will act more or 

less in a hand to mouth way on the spur of the moment, but they will 

not think out and adopt a steady policy.’”7* Of course, the weaker the 

vanguard of British influence and the more exposed it was to local or 

international attack, the harder it would be to extract a commitment 

from the policy-makers. Nor was there any point ‘firing into a continent’ 

(in Conrad’s graphic phrase): there had to be sufficient local agency to 

be the ‘transformer’ that would inject British power into local circuits. 

Reasonable certainty was needed that the cost would be minimal or 

could be recouped. The vital decision London had to make turned most 

of all upon a geopolitical calculus, in which the international risks of 

intervention were weighed against the local means of British leverage 

and the extent to which opinion at home had been mobilised for action. 

It was hardly surprising that policy made under these condi- 

tions was often erratic and inconsistent, lurching forward, falling back, 

plunging from inertia to frenzy. The longer decisions lingered in the 

arena of opinion bounded by Westminster, the City and the Clubland 

of St James, the more likely they were to be improvised, opportunistic 

and unpredictable. The effects of this were felt more severely in some 

regions than in others. In the ‘inner zone’ which followed the Anglo- 

Indian ‘security corridor’ from Gibraltar to Bombay, the official interest 

was dominant. Here matters could often be settled privately between 

London and Calcutta, and strategy was a trump card. But, in the vast 

‘outer zone’ beyond, the official interest was much weaker, and official 

concepts more protean. Here, even the master of Realpolitik could lose 

his way. Even Lord Salisbury became, as we have seen, the target of 

savage private criticism from insiders who saw in his chessboard diplo- 

macy not a master-plan but muddle and sloth. It might indeed be argued 
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that the whole pattern of Britain’s territorial aggrandisement after 1880 

had less to do with any grand strategy, than with the latent strength 

of the bridgeheads of influence and occupation established before the 

era of partition and the all-but-irresistible pressure on governments to 

support them, where practicable, against their enemies. But that is not 

the whole story. The most striking feature of the period after 1880 

was precisely the uncertainty about how the ‘national interest’ could 

be defined in an era of such disorienting fluidity. But, if policy-makers, 

proconsuls, private imperialists, press and public opinion all displayed 

periodic signs of hysteria, it was partly because geopolitical disorder 

abroad seemed to be matched by the unnerving fluidity of the domestic 

political scene. 

The late-Victorians and empire 

Indeed, to many ‘imperialists’, alarmed by signs of imperial weakness, 

it was evident that the dangers abroad found an echo in disturbance at 

home. Far from providing a stable platform for the defence of a world- 

empire, British society was in the throes of upheaval. Far from springing 

to the defence of its vital interests, it was distracted by sectional strife. 

Far from recognising its need for resources overseas, it was at odds over 

the share-out of wealth at home. Partisan struggle sapped imperial will. 

This gloomy connection had been made by Lord Salisbury. In a noto- 

rious essay published in 1883, and brusquely titled ‘Disintegration’, he 

prophesied the imperial doom that would follow the rising clamour 

for radical reform.” The radicals’ assault on ‘churchmen, landowners, 

publicans, manufacturers, house-owners, railway-shareholders [and] 

fund-holders’ was symptomatic of the sea-change in British politics. 

Its effects were magnified by the democratisation of the electorate. The 

ballot was a ‘regime of surprises’; the voters paid only fitful attention; 

ministerial power was held ‘on a capricious and precarious tenure’; the 

House of Commons had become the instrument of ‘sudden revulsions 

of feeling’ unimaginable in earlier times. The result was a social war — 

‘civil war with the gloves on’. Society was atomising into hostile frag- 

ments. “The temper that severs class from class is constantly gaining 

strength.’ Patriotism was dead or dying. ‘The national impulses which 

used to make Englishmen cling together in face of every external trou- 

ble are beginning to disappear.’ Pride in the ‘stupendous achievement 
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of thousands ruling over millions’ (a reference to India) had shrivelled. 
Instead, Britain was faced with the ‘loss of large branches and limbs of 
our Empire, and... the slow estrangement of the classes which make 
up the nation to which that Empire belongs’. And, of course, it was 

Ireland that was ‘the worst symptom of our malady’: to abandon the 

Union would be an avowal ‘that all claims to protect or govern anyone 

beyond our own narrow island were at an end’. 

Salisbury’s polemic was partly designed for his own party’s 

consumption. But his acrid vision of democratic politics was shared 

(from a different angle) by ‘his political opponents while his gloomy 

portrait of the decline of authority chimed with the prognostications 

of Herbert Spencer, the most influential social theorist of the age. 

Spencer had argued that social progress meant the advance from a 

‘militant’ to an ‘industrial’ society: from rule by a prescriptive warrior 

elite towards voluntary cooperation between the myriad of specialised 

interests thrown up by economic and technological development. Iron- 

ically, at the same time as Salisbury was fulminating against disintegra- 

tion, Spencer was warning (in Man versus the State) against collectivist 

interference with the free play of social competition.74 But Salisbury’s 

fear that a mass electorate would turn its back on the arcana imperii 

of British world power, repudiate imperial obligations and thwart the 

exercise of consistent policy, became almost a political commonplace. 

John Morley, the radical editor and parliamentarian, had opined in 

1880 that a working-class electorate would refuse to go to war.75 

Joseph Chamberlain thought that ‘fighting can never again be popu- 

lar with the people’.”° ‘The old ways of diplomacy are unsuitable to 

the new Electorate’, he told a friendly editor in 1885.77 Even after the 

fall of the Gladstone ministry in 1886, Salisbury’s colleague, Lord Ran- 

dolph Churchill, then high-priest of ‘Tory Democracy’, insisted that 

British policy was by its nature ‘always more or less a policy of hand to 

mouth’ since the government of the day ‘depends upon a Parliamentary 

majority... assailed and swayed by an enlightened, but at the same time 

by a capricious, public opinion’.7* Defending Constantinople, he told 

Salisbury, could not be done as it had been in the Crimean War or in the 

Eastern crisis of 1876-8: ‘I doubt whether the people will support that 

method.’7? 
The implication was that the imperial burden had become 

dangerously heavy at a time when British politics were inflamed by 

the social, ethnic and religious antagonisms unleashed by domestic 
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radicalism and Irish Home Rule. For governments of either party, for- 

eign or colonial entanglements brought with them the risk of war, 

embarrassment and expense in a period of exceptional instability in 

domestic politics. It was this that made veterans of either party like 

the Liberal Harcourt and the Conservative Hicks-Beach so wary of 

new commitments in Egypt and sub-Saharan Africa. Harcourt feared 

the entrenchment of British power in Egypt and the slide towards a de 

facto protectorate. He opposed the annexation of Uganda. Hicks-Beach 

warned Salisbury that spending on empire would rouse opposition at 

home and increase the pressure on the landed interest already belea- 

guered by agricultural depression.*° For both men, an expanding empire 

was an open-ended risk, an unlimited liability. Meeting its demands 

would drive both parties into conflict with their natural supporters, 

wreck the interests for which they stood and exhaust their electoral 

credit. Keeping the parties afloat in rough democratic seas meant reduc- 

ing to the minimum their exposure to the high winds of competitive 

imperialism and its fearsome corollary, great power rivalry in Europe. 

But to ardent imperialists like Milner and his circle it was precisely 

this cringeing attitude to public opinion, the influence of ‘wire-pullers’ 

and party hacks, and the elevation of party over empire that explained 

the weakness and vacillation they saw in British policy. A decadent, 

hysterical elite, too timid to lead, too selfish to abdicate, blocked the 

constructive programme that was needed to fuse domestic and imperial 

politics and to educate the masses. From the opposite end of the political 

spectrum, the radical journalist J. A. Hobson warned that the irrational 

instincts of mass opinion made it an easy prey to propaganda and 

delusion.** 

As we shall see, the imperialists protested too much and raised 

a false alarm. But it is easy to see why they were anxious. If domes- 

tic opinion turned against the defence of empire, the imperial system 

might unravel with astonishing speed. A ‘premature’ withdrawal from 

the exposed salient of Egypt would signal an immediate shift in the 

Mediterranean balance of power. The steady advance of British influ- 

ence all along the seaborne approaches to India would go into reverse. 

The long-range defence of its landward frontier against encroaching 

rivals in Persia, Central Asia and Tibet would look less sure. It was 

a cliché of Anglo-Indian officialdom that a strong frontier policy was 

the touchstone of British rule in northwestern India, and the best war- 

rant for Muslim loyalty. A second ‘mutiny’, however modest, would 



, 

95 / The octopus power 

re-open the Indian question in British politics with a vengeance. In 
China and at the Cape, British interests, influence and prestige also 
depended upon the assumption that force would be used to prevent 
their attrition. Failure to win parliamentary support for naval expan- 
sion would be just as dangerous. Naval primacy, at whatever the cost, 

was the ultimate guarantee that the British could underwrite their own 

claims and those of their innumerable clients and subjects. Its loss or 

disavowal was bound (amid much other damage) to rouse the separatist 

tendency latent in the colonial politics of the ‘white dominions’ or, in 

the special case of Canada, to weaken the argument against political 

union with its southern neighbour. In the domino theory of empire that 

Salisbury had invented (but which was taken up by many Unionists), 

the fate of Ireland was crucial. Its strategic position across the Atlantic 

approaches to Britain,®* and its symbolic value as a proving ground of 

British institutions meant that Ireland was the exposed nerve of both 

domestic and imperial politics. The concession of Home Rule, and 

the failure to uphold the Union and ‘tame’ Irish nationalism, would 

be, on this view, the starting-gun for the implosion of British world 

power. 

It is hard to tell how large a shift there was after 1880 in British 

attitudes to empire. There were no opinion polls to record public feel- 

ing on issues of empire and world power. In the election campaigns 

of the period, ‘imperial’ questions were absorbed into more urgent 

debates over Ireland in 1886, or wartime ‘loyalty’ in 1900. ‘Imperial 

sentiment’ played second fiddle to anti-Irish feeling, patriotic enthusi- 

asm and the anxiety over employment and living standards at home. 

There is, anyway, much anecdotal evidence that, except in moments 

of unusual excitement, imperial questions stirred little public interest. 

It is true that contemporaries detected a persistent strain of jingoism 

in popular politics — a reserve tank of xenophobic prejudice. But to 

politicians like Salisbury jingoism was not a useful political fuel but a 

blind force, ‘a strain of pure combativeness’ at the base of society.*3 It 

was a far cry from the traditional attachment to the national interest 

whose decay he had lamented. It had little to do with the intelligent 

cultivation of ‘empire-mindednesss’ or a new sense of imperial identity. 

Radical commentators attributed any sign of popular support for over- 

seas expansion, conquest or adventure to the crude emotions stirred 

up by manipulative politicians and an unscrupulous press: behind 

both stood the sinister shape of financial influence.*4 Playing upon 
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the irrational instincts of an ill-educated urban mass, they created a 

jingo ‘false-consciousness’, transient and febrile. Working-class voters 

whose real interest lay in social reform and a redistribution of wealth 

were bought off with the fool’s gold of imperial glory. Many historians 

have followed a similar line: that it took disillusionment with the South 

African War of 1899-1902 to prick the bubble of jingo-imperialism 

and usher in the sober age of liberal reform after 1906. 

Indeed, a close study of popular culture suggests that the attrac- 

tions of empire had little appeal except to those in the middle and upper 

classes to whom it might offer some material benefits — a career or a 

dividend. However stark they might seem in our selective rear view, 

the literary, musical or visual celebrations of empire were lost in the 

mass of non-imperial production. The efforts of imperialists to edu- 

cate and inform testified not to their confidence in the imperialism of 

the masses, but to their fears of indifference or even downright hos- 

tility. Even after the trauma of the South African War, and perhaps 

because of it, this feeling persisted. ‘One must unfortunately explain to 

these d____d fools’, wrote Milner of his audiences in 1906, ‘why we 

want...an Empire, and it pinches one in dealing with the methods of 

maintaining it.’%5 

Certainly, if the records of policy-making are any guide, mass 

enthusiasm for empire-building, whether spontaneous or manufac- 

tured, was considered a will o’ the wisp. Far from bowing to a surge of 

popular imperialism or trying to drum up votes by derring-do on the 

imperial frontier, ministers of both parties viewed public opinion with 

deep mistrust. They feared (in Salisbury’s words) a ‘jingo hurricane’ 

that could drive them on the rocks: an ill-conceived foreign adventure 

(like the relief of Gordon at Khartoum) ending in disaster. They were 

just as frightened of new commitments for which support at home 

might die away, leaving them helpless in the political doldrums. Both 

would be a huge electoral liability. But, equally, they could not afford 

to treat every demand for intervention or annexation with patrician 

contempt. Still less could they hope to ‘manage’ all public discussion of 

imperial issues, or reduce it to a soothing murmur of approbation. As 

a recent study has shown, a large part of the public interest in empire 

was expressed through pressure groups and associations lying outside 

the formal arena of parliamentary politics or straddling the usual lines 

of party loyalty. It connected with new political issues (like women’s 

rights) and mobilised enthusiasts for a new kind of social politics.%¢ 
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Working-class opinion might have been indifferent to the glories of 
the Raj, or the ‘civilising mission’ in tropical Africa. But it could hardly 
have been so to the value of overseas markets, some like India sustained 
by colonial rule. And their habit of migration displayed the tacit belief 
that British people were entitled to occupy the lands of others, provided 

their resistance was not embarrassingly stiff. This ‘demographic’ impe- 

rialism might not have been glamorous. But no British leader would 

have dared question its claims. In late-Victorian politics, ‘empire’ had 

come to mean more than the aggressive pursuit of new places to rule. 

This suggests that we need a more complex explanation for the 

receptiveness of British opinion towards the huge growth of imperial 

liabilities after 1880 and the willingness to accept a large and growing 

burden of imperial defence. One obvious starting point is the capacity of 

interests connected with empire and Britain’s spheres of overseas influ- 

ence to maintain an influential presence on the domestic scene and win 

the political support necessary for their projects. In the past, the East 

India Company, the anti-slavery movement, the evangelicals, the China 

traders and the philanthropic businessmen of the South Australian or 

New Zealand Companies in the 1830s, had all enjoyed moments of 

special leverage in British politics. But they had all been vulnerable to 

the charge of ‘old corruption’ and to the ebb tide of public altruism. 

By the 1880s, however, imperial interests had dug deeper into domestic 

society and built a wider network of alliances. They also adapted with 

striking success to the new scale of popular politics and even to its 

language. 

Behind this reinforcement of empire on the home front lay 

three great changes. The first was the sheer scale by the 1880s of 

overseas enterprise and settlement: a mass of overlapping mini-empires 

of traders, investors, migrants, missionaries, railway companies, ship- 

ping companies, mining ventures, banks, botanists and geographers. 

‘In every large seaport or manufacturing town in this Kingdom’, pro- 

nounced the explorer H. M. Stanley in 1884, ‘an enterprising shipowner 

or...manufacturer...should know something of geography.’87 New 

geographical societies in Edinburgh and Manchester were followed by 

those on Tyneside (1887), Liverpool (1891) and Southampton (1897).** 

Britain’s huge stake in the foreign trade of the extra-European world 

made commercial and political conditions from China to Peru the object 

of anxious scrutiny in a host of industrial districts now dependent on 

far-flung markets. Lancashire cottons might still be Britain’s premier 
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export. But, for a wide range of other industries, commercial geog- 

raphy had gone global. From the Black Country round Birmingham, 

Walsall exported three-fifths of its manufactures, the greater part to 

India and the settlement colonies.8? Newcastle exported 30 per cent 

of its steel, almost all to ‘India and the Colonies’.?° “The Colonies 

and India particularly afford very large markets for the products of 

the district’, reported the Sheffield chamber of commerce in 1885.7" To 

businessmen around the country, emigration and railway building were 

favoured panaceas for the falling off in trade. Capital exports soared 

after 1880, doubling British foreign investment by 1900 (and quadru- 

pling it by 1913). Migration from Britain also showed a strong upward 

trend. From 1880 to 1893, the numbers leaving for extra-European 

destinations never fell below 200,000 a year, peaking at 320,000 in 

1883. For six of the thirteen years after 1901, it exceeded 300,000 a 

year, before reaching a new peak of 470,000 on the eve of the First 

World War.?? There were also many more ‘sojourners’ who spent their 

working lives abroad as soldiers, officials (in the new tropical depen- 

dencies), policemen, doctors, teachers, forestry experts, engineers and 

businessmen. Railway and steamship lines recruited their technical and 

managerial staff in Britain. The British India Steam Navigation Com- 

pany alone employed 800 ‘Europeans’ (i.e. British) — almost as many as 

the Indian Civil Service. Schools, universities and newspapers in India 

and the white dominions looked to Britain for professional expertise. 

In 1899, there were more than 10,000 British missionaries around the 

world.?3 By the end of the century, a career overseas, punctuated by 

home leave and ending in retirement at Cheltenham, Bournemouth, 

Bedford or other spots favoured by climate or schooling, had become 

a familiar pattern in middle-class life. Just as serial migration, punc- 

tuated by returns, was a feature of many working-class communities 

from Scotland to Cornwall.%4 

The volume of trade, migration and investment flowing over- 

seas was symptomatic of the increasing integration of the domestic and 

international economy. It pointed to the growing attraction that its set- 

tler and colonial possessions exerted on the sea-power of the Old World. 

That had long been true of the United States. Indeed, much informed 

opinion by the 1880s was convinced that an introverted, militarised 

and dynastic Europe would be eclipsed by its dynamic offshoot beyond 

the Atlantic. In the ‘world of fifty years to come’, wrote the historian 

J. R. Green in 1880 
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how odd, how ludicrous, will be the spectacle of France 
and Germany... still growling and snarling over their little 
Alsace! To me all these Bismarcks and Dizzys and 

Andrassys are alike anachronisms...whose mighty 

schemes and mighty armies are being quietly shoved aside 

by the herdsmen of Colorado and the sheepmasters of New 

South Wales.95 

By the last decade of the century, however, the role of the United 

States as the great recipient of migrants and capital was rivalled 

more and more by Britain’s settler empire and India. New ‘Americas’ 

were rising in Canada, Australia and New Zealand. Britain’s colonial 

societies acquired a new scale and sophistication. Their communica- 

tions improved; they became more open to external influence; their 

economies were oriented more firmly to international markets. The 

scope of colonial government expanded. New functions were assumed — 

in transport, education, public health, conservation and public works. 

The effect was to reduce the social and cultural distance between the 

Mother Country and what had once been a string of settler outposts 

and an oriental garrison state. The points of contact were multiplied. 

Tastes and lifestyles converged — even in India where family life became 

more common for the British and a ‘western education’ more common 

among Indians: between 1881-2 and 1901-2 there was a threefold 

increase in the number of Indians being taught in English at schools 

and colleges.2° A subtle but decisive shift occurred in British attitudes 

to the colonies of settlement. For Seeley, Froude and Dilke,?”? who com- 

mented authoritatively on ‘Greater Britain’, they had become the future 

sources of strength, an extension of Britain, the basis of a ‘world-state’. 

Canada, thought Dilke, would support a population as large as that of 

the United States; Australia a ‘white population which may be counted 

by hundreds of millions’.?° 
Thirdly, after 1880, the channels through which images and 

information from the colonial and semi-colonial world reached pub- 

lic attention in Britain became wider and deeper. Not surprisingly, the 

growing mass of external activity and connections required an ever 

more extensive network of domestic agencies — to mobilise its funds, 

recruit its personnel, process its information and trumpet its virtues. 

Settler governments began to compete more actively for capital and 

emigrants through British newspapers”? and their high commissions 
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in London.'°° From the late 1860s, The Times had carried a long 

monthly article surveying Australian affairs. A vast audience of would- 

be emigrants, investors, subscribers and recruits (not to mention their 

friends and relations) had to be addressed through pamphlets, prospec- 

tuses, brochures, religious literature and travel books (some deliberately 

designed like Trollope’s to promote emigration). The demand for for- 

eign news went up. A specialised press arose to meet (for example) the 

needs of ‘Anglo-India’ in Britain.*°! A tidal wave of print formed the 

backwash of empire. In Britain more than anywhere else, the new cul- 

ture of worldwide mobility coincided with the coming of mass literacy 

(after the Education Act of 1870) and the appearance (after 1884) of 

mass politics. 

It was in fact no accident that the promoters, lobbies, pressure 

groups and vested interests of empire and the wider ‘British world’ 

should have flourished in late-Victorian Britain. Their insistence that 

Britain’s future lay in a deepening engagement with overseas communi- 

ties, especially with those already bound by political ties to the Mother 

Country, chimed with some of the strongest social and cultural tenden- 

cies of the age. Late-Victorian society was decisively reshaped by the 

economic revolution in its food supply. From the 1870s onwards, the 

volume of imported food, grain especially, rose with dramatic speed — 

by three times between 1872 and 1903.'°? Farmers on cheap or ‘free’ 

land in North America could undercut the agrarian economies of the 

Old World. Without the burdens of rent, tax and intensive husbandry 

(necessary on ‘old’ soils), all they needed to compete was cheap bulk 

transport and an organised commerce. By the 1870s, an extensive rail 

network and a streamlined market (including a huge ‘futures’ market 

in Chicago'®3) brought the output of the American Midwest straight 

to the consumers of Europe. With their vast Atlantic traffic, accessi- 

ble ports, dense communications and large population, the British Isles 

were the obvious market for American food. Here, politics were as crit- 

ical as economics. It was the decision, unique among Europe’s larger 

states, to preserve free trade and the open economy which threw open 

the British market to unlimited competition from foreign foodstuffs. 

The results were dramatic. As farm prices fell so did rents and 

wages. As agricultural depression set in through the 1880s, rural com- 

munities (especially in the ‘wheat countries’!°+) shrivelled. The distinc- 

tiveness and diversity of rural life began to atrophy. A tide of migration 

flowed towards the towns and cities. As a more uniformly urban society 
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took shape, it adopted new social and cultural habits. Processing indus- 
tries for imported food catered for a ‘national’ market, setting the trend 
towards mass retailing and the use of advertising to mobilise consumers. 
The falling price of food pushed up the living standards of families in 
work and created larger disposable incomes for new consumer goods: 

including ‘exotic’ foodstuffs, leisure, sport and ‘cultural products’ like 

newspapers, books and magazines. The literate urban consumer, with 

new tastes and interests shaped by marketing and the printed word, 

was a key figure in the remaking of late-Victorian society. 

These changes in society at large were mirrored in the reshaping 

of the elite. The drastic fall of rents cut away the income of the landed 

class, or of that portion mainly dependent on agricultural receipts. 

Wealth and power within the aristocracy shifted towards those whose 

agrarian incomes were buttressed with earnings from finance, com- 

merce or public employment.'® The titled ‘guinea pig’ became a famil- 

iar figure on the boards of companies: by 1896, one-quarter of the peer- 

age held directorships.'°° The pressure for inter-marriage with wealthy 

but non-landed families became more acute. The marriage market, like 

the food market, was opened up to American imports. New creations 

in the peerage marked the arrival of a neo-aristocracy for whom landed 

property was less a source of income and authority than an item of 

(very) conspicuous consumption and a leisure amenity. The indepen- 

dent ‘country gentlemen’, the traditional ballast of the parliamentary 

system against its ‘faddists’, placemen and adventurers, shrank in num- 

bers and influence. New lifestyles, new sources of income, new social 

and geographical horizons,'°”7 and perhaps a new urgency in wealth 

creation in the speculative nineties were all signs that the upper class 

was being recreated behind the facade of aristocratic continuity.'°® To 

many contemporaries the outward sign of this change was the gallop- 

ing expansion of the financial world, the brutal display of new wealth 

and the pre-eminence of London - that ‘vortex of gigantic forces’ as 

H. G. Wells called it!°? — as the centre of culture, fashion and commerce. 

Late-Victorian society was thus far from being dragged willy- 

nilly behind an alien imperial juggernaut. Imperial-minded interests, 

lobbies and pressure groups took easy root in a soil well harrowed by 

the side-effects of international economic change. ‘Empire’ was accept- 

able to a broad swathe of opinion because it appealed both to those 

alarmed by the stresses in late-Victorian Britain and to those exhilarated 

by its new possibilities. The stresses were real. Rather than surrender 
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free trade, the ark of their social covenant''® as well as the talisman 

of national wealth, the late Victorians tolerated the external pressures 

transmitted inwards by their open economy. They accepted the ris- 

ing mobility of capital and labour. But there were deep misgivings. 

Social commentators warned against a ‘rootless’ and ‘volatile’ urban 

proletariat,''! and sighed with regret for a more stable and ‘rooted’ 

agrarian age.'!* The evidence of urban poverty recorded by observers 

like Booth and Rowntree suggested that the uneven distribution of 

wealth was a serious threat to the social fabric. Nervousness about 

a growing ‘under-class’ was coupled with alarm at the rise of a new 

asocial plutocracy, fattening on the profits of financial speculation.'*> 

Both raised fears about a decline of civic virtue in an era of incessant 

change. Both implied the need for a stronger state: to remedy social 

abuses and hold society together. Indeed, a new state did appear in 

late-Victorian Britain employing four times as many public servants by 

1914 as it had in 1870."** To all these various concerns, some ver- 

sion of ‘empire’ offered hope: emigration (including child emigration) 

as a specific against unemployment and urban degradation; a grand 

imperial monarchy as the focus of popular conservatism and loyalty 

to established institutions — the object of the million-member Prim- 

rose League, which remained ‘vague, amorphous and sentimental in 

its imperialism’;''5 a grander imperial state whose need for strength 

abroad would be the counterpart of social reform at home; an imperi- 

alised civic virtue that would rise above the petty squabbles and shabby 

compromises of the party system. 

Late-Victorian imperialism grew out of this set of interlocking 

alarms and assumptions. It was bolted together by the recognition that 

Britain could not escape the process that we might call ‘early global- 

isation’ — the rapid dismantling of the economic and cultural barri- 

ers between Europe and the rest of the world. Contemporary opinion 

regarded it as irresistible and ‘progressive’, but also risky. Unlike its 

late-twentieth-century counterpart, late-nineteenth-century globalisa- 

tion accelerated at a time when colonialism was already entrenched in 

Afro-Asia and when half a dozen states had the means and the will 

to carve out new colonial zones in its wake. This ‘globalisation in an 

imperial setting’ prompted an ambivalent British reaction: enthusiasm 

for the spread of commerce, ‘civilisation’, religion and (sometimes) set- 

tlement; anxiety that a fiercer and fiercer imperial competition would 

leave Britain worsted or set off a war. The polemical exchanges between 



’ 

103 / The octopus power 

self-styled ‘imperialists’ and their more sceptical critics were sharpened 
by this sense of double jeopardy. Britain could not turn her back on 
the new international economy. Her commercial life demanded it; her 
living standard (increasingly) depended on it. But, at the same time, 

the gross extension of her vital interests in a boisterous world, and the 

growing dependence on foreign food, foreign trade and foreign income 

made it harder and harder (or so it seemed) to balance the demands of 

security and prosperity. 

Virtually all shades of opinion agreed, however, that, in what- 

ever form, Britain must choose the Open Sea and not the Closed Door. 

Autarkic retreat to the Home Islands was not an option. ‘Many men 

have dreamt that it would be a pleasant thing to close the capital account 

of empire and to add no further to its responsibilities’, Salisbury told 

an audience in Bradford in May 1895. ‘That is not the condition which 

fortune or the evolution of the world’s course has assigned to the devel- 

opment of our prosperity’.‘'° Like it or not, Britain’s place lay at the 

centre of the world, a position graphically emphasised on a conven- 

tional map. ‘As commerce has grown more world-wide’, remarked 

Chisholm’s Commercial Geography (first published in 1889), ‘as the 

New World has become more populous and more wealthy, the advan- 

tage of situation has come to belong to the British Isles, which are nearly 

in the middle of the land-surface of the globe’.''7 In the Columbian 

epoch, insisted Halford Mackinder, the foremost geographer of the 

day, ‘Britain gradually became the central, rather than the terminal, 

land of the world’.!'® Centrality derived from Britain’s double open- 

ness, towards Europe and towards the ‘ocean highways’; from her hav- 

ing an eastern and a western shore; and from the dual qualities of 

‘insularity’ and ‘universality’.‘'? But most of all it sprang from the part 

played by sea communications in a global system of economics and pol- 

itics. ‘The unity of the ocean’, said Mackinder, ‘is the simple physical 

fact underlying the dominant value of sea-power in the modern globe- 

wide world.’!*° The significance of Britain’s geographic position and 

the logic of naval supremacy were both ‘rediscovered’ in the 1880s and 

1890s. Fear of French, Russian and (later) German competition coin- 

cided with a great widening of maritime horizons towards East Asia (as 

a commercial jackpot) and the Pacific (as a sea and cable route). Naval 

‘scares’ became a recurrent feature, and rival experts fumed and quar- 

relled. But there was no mystery about the entrenchment of seapower 

in the late-Victorian and Edwardian imagination. As the barrier to 
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invasion from Europe, the guarantor of trade routes and food supply 

and the guardian of possessions and spheres more far-flung than before, 

the Navy seemed the key to Britain’s place and prosperity in the new 

and uncertain ‘globe-wide world’. ‘It is the Navy’, intoned a Liberal 

minister in 1894, ‘which delivers us... from the curse of militarism.’*** 

This was all the more so with the rise of other world-states. ‘In the pres- 

ence of vast Powers, broad based on the resources of half-continents’, 

warned Mackinder in 1902, ‘Britain could not again become mistress of 

the seas. Much depends on the maintenance of a lead won under earlier 

conditions.’'** 

The third element in the late Victorians’ reinvention of empire 

was a new view of migration. It was no longer regarded simply as the 

providential evacuation of waste (as in the eighteenth century) nor as 

the convenient redistribution of labour and consumption recommended 

by Malthus and Edward Gibbon Wakefield. By the 1880s, emigration 

was an established social function in the English ‘heartland’ as much as 

the Celtic periphery.'?3 Its value was still seen in part as an overflow for 

unwanted labour and a safety valve for poverty and despair. Emigration 

had become respectable: an acceptable choice for single women;'*4 

a means of redemption for abandoned children.'*5 As the reaction 

against the consequences of industrialisation gathered pace in Britain, 

it acquired a new virtue. Emigrant communities in the Empire became 

the healthy alternative to the urban decadence of industrial Britain. 

This view increasingly coloured attitudes towards the white dominions 

by the 1890s. It was combined with the hope that the emigrant British 

would reinforce the solidarity of the settler countries with imperial 

Britain, an idea whose influence was still strong fifty years later in the 

report of the Royal Commission on Population.'”° 

Lastly, the late Victorians accepted, though with much less 

enthusiasm, that their dependent empire of rule was bound to grow 

larger and to last indefinitely. To the mid-Victorians, their Indian Raj 

had been a grand exception, justified by John Stuart Mill as a res- 

cue from chaos. But a powerful strand of radical opinion had never 

been reconciled to this oriental despotism. That was why the extended 

occupation of Egypt had been so controversial in the 1880s: it seemed 

to entrench the Indian mode of empire with all its risks and vices. It 

threatened to drag Britain into another Raj, and more mutinies, in a 

little India that was dangerously exposed to foreign interference. But, 

if Egypt occasioned much liberal unease, it also became the battering 
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ram against liberal arguments. A series of powerful imperialist tracts, 
of which the most influential was Milner’s England in Egypt (1892), 
insisted that Egypt was too anarchic to be left to itself. To do so would 
be to invite international crisis and threaten British interests. Cromer’s 
regime as consul-general in the ‘veiled protectorate’ offered proof that 

financial acumen could calm the diplomatic storm. The old Egyptian 

hands clinched their argument with a shrewd appeal to liberal prej- 

udices. Their veiled authority, they insisted, was the best trustee of 

foreign interests, the true guardian of peasant Egypt and the real engine 

of material progress. 

Egypt was the proving ground for arguments originally formu- 

lated in post-Mutiny India to justify a Raj based not on consent but on 

force. To many Liberals, the 1880s were an intellectual watershed.!7 

The gloomy evidence from India that progress was advanced by author- 

28 was driven home still more painfully by ity more than by persuasion 

what seemed the failure of liberalism in Ireland against religious big- 

otry and backward-looking sectionalism. In the imperial sphere, this 

Indo-Irish disillusionment was the solvent of mid-Victorian liberal con- 

fidence. It paved the way for the rapprochement between liberalism 

and the authoritarian tradition of colonial rule brilliantly evoked by 

Milner. But it was not the only factor at work. The rapidity of global 

partition after 1880 served notice that under what a later generation 

would call ‘the strenuous conditions of the modern world’ there was lit- 

tle room for states that had failed the test of ‘social efficiency’.'*? These 

‘dying nations’ were a danger to themselves, a helpless prey to European 

predators and a source of friction between the emerging ‘world states’. 

They could not be left in festering decay. Nor, without affronting the 

tenets of free trade, could they be allowed to preserve their seclusion, 

closing off their resources to outside enterprise."3° The real question 

was not whether some form of external supervision was needed but the 

terms on which it should be imposed. In the British case, the prominent 

missionary and humanitarian lobby, the commercial allies of the ‘open 

economy’ and the powerful administrative elite associated particularly 

with India created a large potential constituency for a ‘new imperial- 

ism’ along these lines. Traces of evangelicalism, free trade, Ireland and 

India were fused in a new doctrine of administrative trusteeship — the 

‘imperial idea’ whose clash with opposing democratic ideals imparted, 

said Mackinder, ‘a singular richness and resource to the modern British 

nation’.*3* 
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These were the overlapping, half-contradictory versions of 

empire that were by 1900 deeply embedded in Britain’s political cul- 

ture. Each had its stage army of supporters. Each was, at least min- 

imally, compatible with the others. Collectively, they represented an 

overwhelming coalition committed to the British world-system. They 

explain why ‘empire’ was so protean a concept in late-Victorian Britain, 

and why the meaning of ‘imperialism’ was so elusive. But the diver- 

sity of interests, opinions and language mobilised behind ‘empire’ also 

explains why no single imperial ideology emerged and why the politics 

of empire in Britain often appeared more divisive than it really was. 

Towards 1900 

‘I quite agree with you’, wrote Lord Milner to Cecil Rhodes in August 

1898, ‘that there is an enormous change in British opinion with regard 

to schemes... involving risk and expenditure in Imperial expansion, 

during the last few years. Things have been going very fast indeed — in 

the right direction.’*3* Milner was writing on the eve of the conquest 

of the Sudan, at the height of Chamberlain’s aggressive partition diplo- 

macy in West Africa, and with his own struggle with Kruger very much 

in mind. The ‘forward policy’, reviled by the Gladstonians in 1880, 

had become habitual. The British system, hitherto content to leave its 

interests in large areas of the world under loose, if not negligible, super- 

vision, had become formalised. With the coming of world politics, the 

British had played a central role in the partition of the globe. They had 

taken the largest slice of the territorial share-out — and were soon to 

have more. 

This great expansion had not occurred because British leaders 

subscribed to new theories of economic imperialism nor because they 

thought that their electorate would be appeased by circuses abroad. Nor 

had it arisen, for the most part, from any deep-laid strategic design. It 

cannot be explained merely as a defensive reaction against the proac- 

tive imperialism of rival powers. But it was not random. The pattern of 

annexation and occupation closely reflected the distribution of existing 

commercial and strategic interests. The crucial variables that deter- 

mined the scale of British intervention were usually the leverage those 

interests could exert at home, the agency they could command ‘on the 

spot’, and the diplomatic risk involved in the assertion of a territorial 
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claim. With so many springboards of expansion around the world in 
place before 1880, it was hardly surprising that the late Victorians 
should have responded to the new geopolitics with an octopus-like 
ubiquity. 

Yet even this can hardly explain the relative ease with which 

the British had piled up territorial gains in Afro-Asia by 1899. Here, 

paradoxically, they had benefited from the very circumstance that had 

seemed to threaten their older, looser world system. The imperialism 

of their European rivals may have been eager, but it was not single- 

minded. The continental great powers regarded the balance of power 

in Europe, and the status quo it guaranteed, as the magnetic pole of 

their diplomacy. Their outlook was conservative. None of them was 

prepared to risk its security or status in Europe for the sake of a foreign 

adventure. France had shrunk from confrontation over Egypt in 1884 

(mistrusting German support) and accepted humiliation over Fashoda 

in 1898. Russian policy towards Turkey, Persia and China was far 

more cautious than British alarmists allowed. Germany dreaded the 

realignment implicit in an Anglo-French entente: Germany was happy 

to see the British in Cairo, noted the Belgian Foreign Office in 1898, 

because it drove a wedge between Britain and France.*33 Revealingly, no 

two European powers went to war over a colonial issue between 1880 

and 1914. For similar reasons, the continental powers found it difficult 

to combine against the ubiquitous British despite widespread European 

resentment against them. Where partition had been stalled by great 

power disagreements, the unexpected tenacity of the intended victim, 

or the intervention of a third party (Japan’s role in East Asia), Britain’s 

strategic (in the Middle East) and commercial (in China) interests had 

been the principal beneficiary. 

Even where partition had been imposed, in Africa, Southeast 

Asia and the Pacific, its impact upon the British system had been much 

less severe than the Gladstonians had feared. Egypt had been a huge 

strategic burden. But the conquest and rule of tropical Africa had been 

astonishingly cheap. For all the colonial powers in Africa, an agreed par- 

tition was the means to ending local rivalry, and reducing the military 

and administrative costs of faraway colonialism to the minimum. The 

settling of claims allowed their paper empires to be lightly governed and 

lightly guarded: internal ‘pacification’ of the indigenous, not external, 

defence against each other, was the prime expense. The British, whose 

acquisitions weighed most heavily (in population if not acreage), gained 
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most from this consensual colonialism. Thus far it had allowed them 

to absorb a vast new territorial empire without suffering any drastic 

imbalance in their world-system or risking its stability. Between the 

1880s and the century’s end that system turned out to be more resilient 

than contemporaries had sometimes feared and more successful than 

historians have usually allowed. By design and good fortune, but often 

by virtue of their prior claims on the spot, the British had been able 

to shield their most valuable interests against the effects of geopolitical 

change. They had also been able (as we will see in the next chapter) 

to turn the new world economy to their commercial advantage. But 

none of this would have been possible without a comparable process 

of change in Britain itself. 

The real imperial issue in late-Victorian politics was thus not 

whether empire was desirable, nor even whether it should be defended. 

On both questions, a broad consensus emerged. Where opinion, and 

sometimes parties, divided was over how these objects should be 

secured and, more to the point, what extra burdens (if any) should 

be loaded onto Britain. What claims should the enterprise of building 

and entrenching a British world-system be allowed to make upon a 

complex industrial society with its own domestic priorities, its social 

and cultural divisions, and its liberal tradition? As we have seen, much 

of the intensity with which imperial questions were debated by the 

political elite after 1880 arose from its anxiety about the remaking of 

the political kingdom in the British Isles. The new mass electorate (after 

1884), the revival of the Irish Question and the new ‘social politics’ 

of the ‘great depression’ together transformed the political landscape. 

Viewing their overseas commitments through the prism of rising domes- 

tic uncertainty, it was inevitable that ministers and officials should often 

dislike the expansionist moves into which they were forced by outside 

pressures or the logic of partition diplomacy. 

In fact the political mood had proved surprisingly benign. After 

the Third Reform Act, which doubled the United Kingdom electorate 

and enfranchised some 60 per cent of adult males over twenty-one,!34 

the radical impetus so widely anticipated seemed to wither away. The 

political Armageddon for which Salisbury had planned did not mate- 

rialise. As Prime Minister for much of the period between 1886 and 

1902 (there was Liberal ministry in 1892~5), Salisbury had envisaged a 

Fabian defence of the Union, empire and aristocracy. Instead, the more 

conservative mood in Mainland Britain was sharpened by sectarian 
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feeling in areas like South Lancashire where Catholic Irish immigration 
had been heavy. The shift towards single member seats in the Third 
Reform Act allowed the Conservatives to capitalize on ‘Villa Toryism’: 

the middle and lower middle class suburban property-owners on whose 

fears the party played skilfully."35 The fall of Parnell and his death in 

1891 seemed to take much of the steam out of the Irish nationalist 

challenge, so that defending the Union came to seem practicable as well 

as necessary: the ideal combination from Salisbury’s point of view. The 

mood of social crisis declined. Strong public finances underwrote heav- 

ier spending on defence. The Liberal cabinet of 1892-5 agreed to spend 

more on the Navy (a decision that led to Gladstone’s retirement), stand 

firm in Egypt and annex Uganda. When Salisbury returned to power 

in 1895 after the Liberal interlude, a new political era opened up. The 

Unionist coalition, with over four hundred seats, overawed its divided 

Liberal opponents. The Union was safe (for the moment). Salisbury 

could pursue his cautious diplomacy of imperial coexistence and risk 

the small wars and confrontations that rose in the Sudan, West Africa, 

Siam and Venezuela with domestic equanimity. Here at last was the 

climate in which imperial enterprise might hope for a fair wind from 

opinion at home. Now was the moment to reconstruct British politics 

and erase the obsolete conflict between domestic reform and imperial 

defence. This was the aim behind Rosebery’s efforts to rebuild Liber- 

alism after Gladstone.'3° It was the target of Chamberlain’s cautious 

moves towards protection and imperial federation after he had entered 

Salisbury’s cabinet in 1895. Indeed, to some of Chamberlain’s more 

ardent supporters, the time was ripe to push aside the ‘old gang’ — the 

timid aristocratic leadership of Unionism — in favour of a dynamic chief 

who would grasp the challenge of mass politics in the coming age of 

competing ‘world-states’. 

But before the South African War it was hard to proclaim that 

the British position was in imminent danger. The British had been the 

great beneficiaries of the imperialism of coexistence to which the great 

powers subscribed tacitly. In the aftermath of Fashoda, the French and 

Russian foreign ministers pondered gloomily how British assertiveness 

in the colonial sphere could be restrained.'37 Far from falling apart, the 

British world-system was being drawn together more closely. Britain’s 

imperial functions — as strategic guardian, colonial ruler, demographic 

reservoir, market-place, merchant and lender - were more deeply 

engrained in public attitudes, social behaviour and economic choice: 
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the latter was evident in the rising volume of foreign investment and 

company formation. The settler countries had become larger and more 

important markets for British goods and capital. Through migration, 

trade and the exchange of ideas, they made closer links with Britain, the 

metropole of their culture as well as their commerce. In India, the rapid 

growth of an export economy made the Raj a better market for British 

goods and a huge commercial debtor whose earnings elsewhere in the 

world, when remitted to London, plugged a vital gap in Britain’s bal- 

ance of payments. In trade, currency and military organisation, India 

was being adapted step by step to an imperial role, a future envis- 

aged (if with different emphases) by both civilian rulers and Congress 

nationalists."3* In the commercial empire, where British property and 

investment was not protected by sovereignty, the scales were being 

tipped more heavily against autarky or default. The widening use of 

gold as the standard of currency value reinforced the trade-promoting 

effects of the multilateral payments system pivoted on London. The 

management of overseas assets — once fraught with numerous perils — 

became safer and more straightforward in the age of swift telegraphic 

connections. The City could control its commercial empire with a speed 

and precision undreamt of by its mid-Victorian financiers. 

Thus in an age conventionally seen as the zenith of predatory 

imperialisms, the British seem well placed to prosper. The Diamond 

Jubilee of 1897 expressed patriotic self-confidence. The Spithead review 

of the Fleet seemed proof that it was justified. But, there was, nonethe- 

less, an undertow of anxiety. Global competition brought an endless 

round of commitments and confrontations whose risk and scale were 

hard to measure. Britain was a power without allies, and often with- 

out friends. A ‘scrimmage at a border station’ might unleash a war 

and threaten invasion. The danger of arrogance and complacency in 

the Jubilee year was the theme of Kipling’s ‘Recessional’, published in 

The Times. Unless it paid heed, Britain would follow past empires into 

collapse and oblivion: 

Far-called our navies melt away; 

On dune and headland sinks the fire: 

Lo, all our pomp of yesterday 

Is one with Nineveh and Tyre! 

Judge of the Nations, spare us yet, 

Lest we forget — lest we forget. 
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The urgency of modernising — and unifying — the Empire to 

meet the challenge of other ‘world-states’ was obvious to Chamberlain 

and his followers. ‘The tendency of the time’, cried Chamberlain, ‘is to 

throw all power into the hands of the greater empires, and the minor 

kingdoms — those which are non-progressive — seemed to be destined to 

fall into a secondary and subordinate place.’'39 The folly of vacillation 

Or appeasement was the cry of those who denounced any compromise 

on British claims in China or the Middle East. To the self-proclaimed 

‘imperialists’ the climax of the struggle was near. The world would 

soon be made anew and on lines very different from the old order of 

cosmopolitan free trade and an open maritime frontier. In the age of 

world states, politics, economies and society would have to be organised 

on an imperial scale and for imperial purposes. The deeper thinkers 

suspected that even sea supremacy was not enough to guarantee the 

survival of the British system. 

The outbreak of the South African War in October 1899 thus 

served to catalyse a variety of hopes and fears in Britain whose political 

fall-out lasted for much of the following decade. But the most immediate 

effect of the war was geostrategic. For a decade or more, Salisbury 

and his Liberal shadow Lord Rosebery had perfected a diplomacy of 

opportunism. But British success had rested upon the skilful evasion of 

any large or lasting conflict that would soak up their limited manpower. 

In South Africa, however, Salisbury stumbled into a war that quickly 

became more than a colonial expedition. The European chancelleries 

rubbed their hands with glee. At last, perhaps, the British system could 

be brought to heel and a European price extracted for its global claims. 

In a world that was all but partitioned, where the undivided zones of 

East Asia and the Near East were cockpits of Great Power rivalry, and 

where the naval and military strength of the contending ‘world states’ 

seemed more finely balanced than ever, a new era of world politics was 

about to begin. 



} THE COMMERCIAL REPUBLIC 

The striking expansion of Britain’s geostrategic commitments and of its 

spheres of influence, occupation and rule had a less visible counterpart. 

There was at the same time a great widening and thickening of the 

web of commercial relations between Britain and many other parts of 

the world. This ‘commercial republic’* centred on the City of London, 

became one of the vital constituents of the British world-system that the 

late Victorians erected on its mid-Victorian foundations. Indeed, there 

was an obvious link between its extraordinary growth and the compar- 

ative ease with which the British world-system survived the stresses of 

geopolitical change after the mid-1870s. Britain’s prosperity appeared 

to rise in direct proportion to the scale of its overseas trade and the 

increase of its invisible income. Income tax, estate duty, excise and 

postal receipts increased government revenues by nearly 50 per cent 

between 1870 and 1897.* The favourable balance of payments (largely 

the product of invisible income) kept sterling attractive and replen- 

ished the sources of investment abroad. The stream of outward-bound 

wealth, greasing and fuelling overseas commercial connections, was a 

powerful addition to British world influence. It secured Britain’s claims 

on a huge range of assets, most of them safely remote from the great 

powers in Europe. It helped to sustain the flow of migration, Britain’s 

demographic imperialism. Last, but not least, it preserved Britain’s lead 

in communications technology, especially the telegraph and undersea 

cables that made London (and Britain) the information hub of the 

world. 

But Britain’s position in the new world economy could not be 

taken for granted. It required adaptations of practice and outlook that 

were just as far-reaching as those that tested political nerves in Whitehall 

and Westminster. The scale of commercial activity as ‘new regions’ 
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were drawn into the ‘high-pressure zone’ of the Atlantic economy; 
the intricate network of multilateral payments on which trade growth 
depended; the demand for finance, both credit and capital; and the 

competitive threat posed by new industrial producers: all posed new 

challenges to the commercial apparatus that the mid-Victorians had 

fashioned. 

The most obvious difficulties arose from the struggle to enter 

new hinterlands, open new markets and create new commodity trades. 

Exploiting ‘new’ lands and their productive capacity, and bringing their 

produce to market more cheaply than a generation before, were the 

great driving forces behind the late-century expansion of trade. But they 

required a huge effort to pay for new systems of transport and maintain 

the momentum of technological change. That meant the mobilisation of 

capital in ever increasing amounts, and finding the means to transfer it 

cheaply and quickly between regions, sectors and firms. It meant devis- 

ing the tactics and recruiting the men that were required to drive deeper 

into previously closed or self-sufficient economies, sometimes against 

the determined resistance of entrenched local interests. It increased the 

importance of managing two kinds of risk: the political risk that an 

obstructive, enfeebled or hostile regime would frustrate or despoil a 

foreign-owned enterprise; and the financial risk that those who had 

borrowed — on public or private account — would simply default. There 

was also the threat, widely discussed in the 1870s and after, that large 

parts of the world beyond Europe would be walled off by tariffs - 

an economic partition to match the diplomatic division of spheres in 

Southeast Asia and Africa, and (as seemed increasingly likely) the Near 

East and China. 

These actual or possible barriers to trade were a forceful 

reminder that success in the new global economy depended on being 

able to meet the transaction costs it imposed. As Douglass North 

pointed out, in modern large-scale economies, the costs of coordinating 

productive activity usually exceed the cost of production itself.> Settling 

the terms of exchange for different commodities, grading their quality, 

and securing the claims to property rights over them (a complex opera- 

tion in tradeable goods) were elaborate tasks. The long train of agents 

that brought products to market, and then to the consumer, cost time 

and effort to manage. The key to success was commercial intelligence. 

‘Information’, remarked one profound economic observer, ‘is one of 

the principal commodities that the economic organisation is engaged in 
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supplying.’ The risks and transaction costs of global trade and invest- 

ment were lowest where (more or less) reliable information was cheap 

and accessible. Their burden was lightest where commercial institutions 

responded most quickly to new products, new markets, new forms of 

exchange and the need for new kinds of investment. It was here that 

London’s long lead as the world’s principal entrepot conferred a crucial 

advantage. It was why it became the headquarters of the new global 

economy. No other port city enjoyed the double advantage of lying 

so close to such densely used sea-lanes, while being the capital of a 

wealthy state and the centre of its internal communications. No other 

port-city was the political centre for so many dependencies, or formed 

the arena where so many lobbies — imperial and colonial - contended 

for backers or paraded their claims. The benefits accruing to Britain 

were huge. Yet, as we shall see, there was no simple equation between 

the interests of the City with its web of commercial relations and those 

of British imperial power. In theory at least, the power that the City 

enjoyed sprang not from authority but from the leverage conferred by 

the need for its services, and the economic reciprocities it had helped 

to create. But one of the critical questions was how far the commercial 

republic really depended upon its ‘imperial alliance’; and whether its 

rapid acquisition of a huge property empire, and the income drawn 

from it, now made it a hostage to geopolitical fortune. 

The mercantile cosmopolis 

British economic success in the late nineteenth century rode on the back 

of the colossal growth in world trade whose value increased tenfold 

between 1850 and 1913. British enterprise was still better placed than 

any competitor to promote this expansion of trade and profit from it. 

Technology (especially the application of steam power), capital (accu- 

mulated from industrial and commercial success), institutions (already 

developed to serve a highly integrated industrial and commercial econ- 

omy) and personnel (both commercial and technical) equipped it to 

exploit overseas opportunities all over the world. This was particularly 

true of the building of infrastructure on which much British effort was 

concentrated. Railways were the key to opening up hinterlands without 

access to navigable water, dragging them from subsistence into com- 

mercial production. The world’s railway mileage rose from 66,000 in 
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1860 to 465,000 in 1910 (and 674,000 in 1920). Shipping tonnage 
more than doubled in the same period (and travelled more rapidly). 
Telegraph cables lengthened from approximately 8,000 miles in 1872 
to reach 325,000 miles by 1922. British interests owned, managed or 
controlled all these enterprises on a grand scale: the vast proportion of 

railways outside the United States and Continental Europe and some 

40% of registered shipping by the early twentieth century. By then, 

40% of the world’s telegraph cables were in the hands of a single 

British concern, the Eastern Telegraph Company and its associates.° 

Trade followed construction. Building railways overseas 

required locomotives, rolling stock and iron rails. New customers 

appeared as commercial production extended. The demand for British 

exports rose on both accounts. It was true that, as new industrial com- 

petitors arose in Germany and the United States, Britain’s share of 

the world’s manufactured exports drifted down from 38% in 1880 

to 30% in 1913.” More generally, Britain’s share of world trade fell 

from 25% in 1860 to 20% in 1900 and 17% by 1913.° But these 

figures disguised a large absolute rise in the value of British exports 

and a remarkable increase in the share of Britain’s total production 

that they represented. In 1856, the ratio of exports to gross domestic 

product had been 14.6%. By 1873, it had reached 18.3%. In 1913 it 

was 25%.° British imports also grew rapidly as dependence upon for- 

eign food supplies became greater and greater. Indeed, the imbalance 

between exports and imports widened steadily after 1880 despite the 

falling cost of food and many raw materials from an average of around 

£97 million in 1880-9 to £160 million after 1900."° In production and 

consumption Britain had become more dependent upon international 

trade and more international in outlook than ever before. Free-trade 

capitalism had reached its highest stage. 

But the most spectacular change was the extent to which British- 

based interests profited from the surging growth of international trade 

and the scale on which they acquired assets abroad. A huge proportion 

of the world’s trade passed through London by the early twentieth cen- 

tury, not so much physically but rather in all the commercial and finan- 

cial operations that international commerce required: ship-broking; 

insurance; the grading of products; and sale. Sterling was the currency 

of trade, and the ‘bill on London’ the usual (because most convenient) 

form of payment. By 1913-14, 60 per cent of bills on London were 

for transactions entirely between foreign buyers and sellers.‘ London 
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was the world centre for commercial information, the listening post 

for commercial opportunities in every continent. London prices were, 

for most goods, the world’s prices. Not surprisingly, British companies 

took the lead in providing the information and services that world trade 

needed, especially in shipping and insurance. Despite the huge fall in 

the cost of seaborne freight (by some 50 per cent between 1870 and 

1913'*), the income from these ‘invisible’ exports rose steadily from 

£80 million a year to nearly £170 million by 1913."3 Large as this fig- 

ure was, more than covering the trade gap, it was outstripped by the 

income drawn from assets built up abroad. 

A marked tendency to invest overseas was already visible before 

1880. Partly it arose as British merchants mobilised capital at home to 

create the kind of ‘fixed’ assets — like docks or warehouses — that would 

expand their business on the spot. British lenders, who readily bought 

government bonds (‘consols’) at home, also willingly placed money in 

the bonds issued by foreign states. A disinclination to risk savings in 

domestic commercial ventures, and the low level of government bor- 

rowing at home after mid-century, drove the surplus incomes of the 

wealthy abroad. The major impetus came from the construction of 

railways overseas, which, unlike most commercial or industrial ven- 

tures, required a very large immediate investment before any return 

was forthcoming. British confidence in railway technology, the early 

development in Britain of a market in railway shares and the promi- 

nent role of British railway contractors overseas combined to make 

this an especially attractive outlet for surplus British funds. As the 

international railway boom developed in the 1870s, a huge stream of 

British capital flowed abroad. Between 1870 and 1913, British invest- 

ment in Indian, colonial and foreign railway companies rose fivefold to 

£1.5 billion — around 4o per cent of all British overseas investment. 

There was a similar rise in the sums invested in government bonds 

(both inside and outside the Empire) — often to fund state railway con- 

struction or other kinds of infrastructure. By 1913, a third category of 

foreign investment was growing even faster: overseas companies con- 

trolling utilities (like gas- or waterworks), banks, real estate, mines and 

plantations, but rarely industry.'4 The result was an overall increase in 

the value of Britain’s assets abroad from under £1,000 million in the 

early 1870s to around £2,000 million by 1900, and £4,000 million by 

1913.'5 Almost all of this was placed outside Europe and 44 per cent of 

the world total of foreign investment was in British hands.'® Altogether 
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these overseas assets produced an income worth more than one-fifth 
of all Britain’s overseas earnings.'7 They made up some 34 per cent of 
all British assets at home and abroad. A forward glance will reveal the 
true scale of this astonishing mountain of wealth. By 1937, the effects 
of war loss and depression had driven that proportion down to 18 

per cent and by 1973 to 3 per cent.'® In 1990, British overseas invest- 

ment, having staged a major recovery, reached the impressive figure of 

£100 billion. But, measured against the overall rise of Britain’s assets, 

this was no more than one-seventh of its value in 1913.19 

The head and centre of this far-reaching financial and commer- 

cial activity was the City of London. Essentially, the City was a cluster of 

markets attracting buyers and sellers from all parts of the world. Some 

of these markets were organised as ‘exchanges’ like the Wool Exchange 

(established in 1875), the London Metal Exchange (1882), the Baltic 

Exchange (for grain cargoes) and the Coal Exchange. Mincing Lane was 

the market for commodities like sugar, cocoa, coffee and spices, with 

regular auctions at its sale rooms. A large number of City firms dealt in 

the import or re-export of commodities, sometimes for immediate sale, 

sometimes as options or ‘futures’. Many tended to specialise by country 

or type of produce, and one entirely in the import of hair.*° Because 

the commodity trades usually required the advance of credit to faraway 

producers, and because of the lapse of time before the harvest came 

to market, the dealers in London were also lenders.*' They, in turn, 

required the services of specialised finance houses, ‘accepting houses’ 

or merchant banks, who could tap the reservoirs of short-term borrow- 

ing drawn to the City from bank deposits throughout the country. The 

merchant banks, headed by the great houses like Rothschilds, Barings 

(the ‘sixth great power’ until its crash of 1890),** J. S. Morgan, Klein- 

worts and Schroders, but including many that were far smaller and 

more specialised, lent money on their own account but were usually the 

agents through whom large loans or an issue of securities were nego- 

tiated by public or private borrowers. Including the Bank of England 

and the joint stock banks catering for the ordinary public, they made up 

the ‘Inner City’ of high finance.*} London was also the headquarters of 

more than forty British-owned overseas banks like the Bank of London 

and the River Plate or the Chartered Bank of India, Australia and China, 

with branches in Bombay, Calcutta, Rangoon, Singapore, Hong Kong, 

Shanghai, Manila and Batavia (modern Jakarta). By 1900, banking had 

become increasingly cosmopolitan and British banks faced competition 
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from foreign banks in London serving the commercial needs of their 
own traders. 

But the most dynamic element in the commercial life of the 
late-Victorian City was the Stock Exchange.*4 Until mid-century it had 
been largely concerned with the sale of government bonds. Thereafter, 

railway shares and loans to foreign states rapidly widened its business. 

In the 1880s and 1890s, expansion was frantic. Membership (the enti- 

tlement to deal) grew from 1,400 (1871) to over 5,500 by 1905. By 

the early 1900s, one-third of all quoted securities around the world 

were traded in London and around 60 per cent of the Stock Exchange’s 

share listings were for overseas enterprises.*> In the search for cap- 

ital, most roads led to London. The Exchange itself was informally 

divided into sections including Consols; the ‘Yankee’ market (Amer- 

ican railways); Home rails; and, in the 1890s, the ‘Kaffir Circus’ for 

South African gold shares. Stockbrokers developed specialist expertise 

in lines of business or regions. In 1898, the Stock Exchange Year Book 

listed over 650 railway companies, a large proportion of them over- 

seas; more than 1,000 firms engaged in mining or ‘exploration’; and 

several thousand loosely described as ‘investment, trust and finance’ —a 

category which included Cecil Rhodes’ ‘British South Africa Company’ 

with its private empire north of the Limpopo. As the communications 

revolution seemed to throw open more and more commercial opportu- 

nities in the non-European world, and distant prospects were gilded by 

gold discoveries on the Rand, in Australia and at the Yukon, the Stock 

Exchange became the great arena where private savings were mobilised 

for investment overseas. Circling round it were the ubiquitous company 

promoters, scrupulous or predatory, whose role was to convert a com- 

mercial idea into a marketable security. Their skill in the ‘financial arts’, 

remarked the radical economist J. A. Hobson, was often exercised to 

‘scoop out’ the real assets of an enterprise while selling on its ‘shrivelled 

carcase’ to a bamboozled public.*® 
Proximity to the Stock Exchange and merchant banks, and 

access to the flows of market information was the reason why many 

British-owned overseas firms based themselves in the City. This was 

especially true of overseas railway companies with their constant thirst 

for new capital. Finsbury Circus was the favoured address of British- 

owned Argentine rails like the Buenos Aires Great Southern or the 

Oeste. Similar needs made the City the world headquarters for mining 

enterprise.2”7 Large shipowners like Cunard, British India, Peninsular 
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and Oriental and Shaw Savill (trading to Australasia) were drawn to 

London by its ship-chartering market. London was the principal centre 

for insurance. Railway, mining and shipping enterprise also required 

the services of non-financial expertise: consulting engineers and other 

technical specialists. In short, there was scarcely any large commercial 

or financial venture linking Britain (and much of Continental Europe) to 

the ‘new economies’ of the wider world that, in one aspect or many, did 

not pass through a London agent. In a vast swathe of the world outside 

Europe, commercial development and even financial solvency turned 

upon decisions made in the City. Here was a plenitude of influence that 

matched that of Whitehall and Westminster, the political capital of the 

British system. 

Indeed, the great commercial and financial emporium centred on Lon- 

don (with the lesser marts of Liverpool and Glasgow) was more than 

just an adjunct to British world power. It was the great cosmopolitan 

intermediary between the British domestic economy and the outside 

world. It might almost be seen as an autonomous partner attached to 

the British world-system by sentiment, self-interest and domicile, but 

largely indifferent to the strategic or administrative preoccupations of 

its political managers — except where they impinged directly on its eco- 

nomic prospects. It had grown up willy-nilly over the remains of the old 

mercantile system liquidated after 1846. Its well-being was acknowl- 

edged as a vital national interest. Its leaders and spokesmen periodically 

emphasised its contribution to British wealth. It shaped powerfully the 

conception of the British interest in India. It massively — perhaps at times 

decisively — reinforced the allegiance of the white dominions to their 

faraway motherland. It was the conduit for the large British investment 

in the United States, half-rival, half-associate in a world of voracious 

imperialisms. But the commercial power it exerted was no mere exten- 

sion of Britain’s imperial influence and authority. The managers of 

the commercial empire, especially the City elite, had wide autonomy 

and fiercely resisted outside regulation. Their priorities were rarely the 

same as those of the political and official world at the far end of the 

Strand. It was true that many bankers were drawn from the same class 

as the political and administrative elite. But many other interests were 
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represented in the City, and in parts of it capitalism was anything but 
gentlemanly.** Even in the most respectable quarters overseas busi- 
ness was carried on with little regard to the ‘national interest’, partly 
because, with so little inclination to think analytically, such a notion 

existed only in the haziest form.*? 

For their part, officials and politicians were inclined to treat the 

commercial cosmopolis as an allied but not necessarily friendly power. 

Its independence was warily recognised. But its political judgment was 

laughed at;3° and its morals widely distrusted. The sensational growth 

in the wealth and social power concentrated in the City after 1890 

aroused alarm as well as satisfaction. On both Left and Right, the 

appearance of a new City-based ‘plutocracy’ was regarded with deep 

suspicion.?' On both political wings, the ‘cosmopolitan’ outlook of 

the financial world was equated with rootlessness, restlessness and the 

readiness to sacrifice public good for private gain. The cosmopolitan 

financier, indifferent to any consideration but profit, was the villain in 

J. A. Hobson’s radical unmasking of the hidden forces behind impe- 

rial expansion and the South African War. His famous analysis of 

the export of capital, on which the City prospered, insisted that its 

social function was to perpetuate poverty and ‘under-consumption’ at 

home by rewarding the ‘over-saving’ of the rich.3* The Tariff Reformers 

blamed cosmopolitan indifference to the domestic industrial economy 

for the hostility of the financial world towards their programme of 

imperial unity. In his ‘City’ speech in January 1904, Joseph Chamber- 

lain warned his audience not to forget that ‘the future of this coun- 

try and of the British race lay in our colonies and possessions... the 

natural buttresses of our Imperial State’.33 His economic expert, 

W. J. Ashley, gloomily forecast Britain’s future as a declining rentier 

state: ‘the history of Holland is to be repeated.’>4 

There were other grounds for doubting the congruence of the 

interests of the City with those of nation or empire. The Barings crisis 

in 1890 and the American crash in 1907 showed that the City’s huge 

exposure to overseas markets could destabilise the whole financial sys- 

tem. Some observers warned that the speculative manias and fraudulent 

promotions bred by the Stock Exchange could damage Britain’s real 

interests overseas and unsettle her imperial ties.35 But, down to 1914, 

this criticism made little headway. Economic orthodoxy proclaimed the 

unalloyed benefit of a large foreign portfolio and even Leftish opinion 

came to concede that the City’s influence in world affairs was benignly 
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pacific.3° Nor was there yet much sign of conflict between the City’s 

cosmopolitan functions as the owner and manager of a vast property 

empire outside British sovereignty and its role as the emporium for 

‘Imperial’ trade between Britain, the dominions, India and the Crown 

Colonies. Quite the contrary. London easily mobilised the vast stream 

of capital that flowed to Canada after 1900. Its multilateral payments 

system made it much easier for Britain to profit from India’s surplus 

on foreign (i.e. non-Empire) trade, remitted to London as the ‘home 

charges’.37 Its foreign investments stimulated British production of cot- 

ton, ships, locomotives and coal — for bunkering and as the outward 

freight that made British shipping so widely profitable.3* It made Britain 

the ‘telegraph exchange of the world’,3? and hence ‘British’ news the 

most widely circulated. Its vast income stream lifted the social and 

cultural prestige of the British metropolis to its zenith.#° 

New frontiers of commerce 

In all these ways, the City (with the smaller cosmopolises in Glasgow 

and Liverpool) was the grand ally of the (formal) Empire. Its own sphere 

of unofficial or ‘semi-colonial’ expansion was also growing rapidly after 

1880. Here it was engaged in turning the sketchy ‘informal empire’ of 

mid-Victorian times into prosperous new tributaries of its great com- 

mercial republic. Four great zones lay at the edge of the ‘developed’ 

world but beyond the imperial frontier: tropical Africa, the Middle 

East, China and Latin America. 

None of these was wholly unfamiliar to British merchants and 

lenders, but none had lived up to its early promise. By the 1860s 

and 1870s they had become much more appealing. In part this was 

a side-effect of accelerated commercial development elsewhere. As new 

regions were ‘colonised’ by banks, railways, shippers and brokers, mer- 

chant houses scoured remoter neighbourhoods for fresh trades where 

competition was less harsh and windfall gains more likely.4* Technol- 

ogy was on their side. With the rising volume of long-distance trade, 

seaborne travel became faster, cheaper and more regular, lowering 

the start-up costs of merchant enterprise. After 1870, the Suez Canal 

changed the geography of shipping in the Indian Ocean in Europe’s 

favour. The expanding telegraph network carried the ‘information- 

head’ of market intelligence into ever deeper hinterlands, reducing 
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business risk. With a weekly steamer service even the mystery and 
horror of the West African coast was tamed.4? Secondly, merchants 
and lenders could hope to profit from the increasing readiness of previ- 
ously conservative, secluded or simply disorganised states to embrace 

financial and administrative modernisation — sometimes by ‘quick-fixes’ 

like the Reuter’s Concession in Iran where most of the modern com- 

mercial sector was handed over (if only briefly) to a single foreign 

entrepreneur.43 Thirdly, British-based enterprises were well placed in 

the later nineteenth century to piggy-back on older mercantile pio- 

neers. It was usually local men who first opened the trade paths in 

‘backward’ regions, plugging them into larger commercial circuits. But, 

once their trade was worth the taking, they were often no match for 

interlopers with cheaper credit, better shipping and vastly superior com- 

mercial intelligence of markets and prices. Europeans were sometimes 

‘trade-makers’, but they were just as likely to be ‘take-over’ merchants, 

squeezing out or subordinating older practitioners — nowhere more so 

than in Africa.44 

In principle, this extension of commercial activity ought to have 

been self-reliant - much more so than in early Victorian times. In the 

age of contract, the diplomatic glove, let alone the mailed imperial fist, 

should have been redundant. The momentum of commercial change 

was greater, its rewards more visible, its necessity more accepted. Busi- 

nessmen had access to more capital and better information. In the era 

of the limited company, it was easier to transfer capital to regions 

promising quicker profits. And, as the tide of economic change lapped 

higher in the non-Western world, finding local partners should have 

been as straightforward as squaring ‘progress’-hungry rulers. And, up 

to a point, it was. 

In practice, it was much less clear that, even in its own semi- 

colonial sphere, the City could dispense with political Empire. There 

were three reasons for this. In some parts of the semi-colonial world, 

the limited scope of political institutions threw upon the trader the 

onus of defending his property and commercial rights by agreement if 

possible, by force if necessary. Produce, markets and especially labour 

were prizes for those with the strength to seize and hold them. But, 

to enforce his ‘contractual’ claims in the face of other foreign inter- 

lopers, the trader needed either the protection of his government or 

a licence (like a charter) to make treaties, levy taxes and dispense 

‘justice’. Secondly, there were parts of the extra~European world where 
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foreign trade or investment were concessions in the gift of patrimonial 

or bureaucratic regimes. Here the merchant existed on sufferance or by 

favour. His status and prospects depended upon the help of diplomatic 

intermediaries without whose protection the privileges (freedom from 

taxation, arrest and bureaucratic harassment) that made his business 

profitable would lapse. Thirdly, there was the question of how the 

merchant (or investor) could secure himself against default, when 

the debtor was also the ruler. As trade and finance moved deeper into 

the Outer World and their stakes grew higher, these ‘political’ risks 

loomed large in their calculations. 

For a late-Victorian government, however, smoothing the mer- 

chant’s path and standing guard for the investor were not to be under- 

taken lightly. Each threatened it with complications, embarrassment 

and expense. Each laid it open to accusations of favouritism or worse. 

But, where commercial interests could mobilise wider support or claim 

some higher purpose, they were not so easily brushed aside. They might 

even be useful to some diplomatic ploy. The result was a frontier of 

commercial expansion in which the role of government varied between 

a maximum (annexation) and a minimum (diplomatic inertia). It was a 

revealing irony that annexation was most likely where local and inter- 

national conditions made it easiest, not where its economic dividend 

looked most promising. 

British business in Africa 

Tropical Africa represented the extreme case. Here was a vast region 

between the Sahara and South Africa. where British (and other Euro- 

pean) traders had scarcely ventured beyond the West African coast. 

Access to the hinterland was barred by physical obstacles or the obstruc- 

tion of suspicious ‘middlemen’; there were no modern states to lend to 

nor landed property to mortgage; and commercial information about 

the interior was often, literally, at the exploratory stage. Even more 

daunting, perhaps, was the fact that, in the 1880s and 1890s, tropical 

Africa’s commodities — such as they were — were of marginal interest 

to industrialising Europe, and the principal commercial export, palm- 

oil from West Africa, sank to its lowest price level in that period.45 

Indeed, tropical Africa had a declining share in the trade of an expand- 

ing world economy. Yet none of this deterred British entrepreneurs 

from striking into the interior to carve new business empires cut of the 
African bush. 
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This paradox, and Africa’s subjection to a diplomatic rather 
than a commercial partition, have led some writers to argue that the 
motive for commercial activity was only superficially economic, or bet- 
ter described as ‘meta-economic’ — driven less by hope of commercial 

gain than by a vision of how Africa should be fitted for a commer- 

cial future.4° But there was no doubt that those who launched new 

business ventures into Africa were eager for profits and needed them 

to attract both capital and publicity. The peculiarity of tropical Africa 

lay in the harshness of its physical and commercial environment away 

from the beachheads where Europeans had sheltered hitherto. It was no 

coincidence that military drop-outs, imperial visionaries, down-at-heel 

aristocrats and redundant explorers found a berth in African commerce. 

Nor that the projects for exploiting the interior needed to appeal to a 

broader constituency of investors in Britain — those who wanted an 

‘ethical’ investment to spread the Gospel and stamp out the slave trade 

as well as those who gambled on a lucky strike. For a century past, 

British opinion had regarded Africa as an object of charity and as an 

Aladdin’s cave. 

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, British enterprise 

entered the African interior by three different routes: from South Africa, 

from India and from Europe. In West Africa, there was a direct con- 

nection from Britain to the ‘Coast’ — a vast maritime zone stretching 

from Sierra Leone to the Congo. British commerce was most active on 

the Gold Coast, at Lagos — the gateway to the Yoruba states — and 

at the Niger delta, the so-called ‘Oil Rivers’, where the palm-oil trade 

was concentrated.47 In 1841 and again in 1858-64, the British govern- 

ment had supported attempts to open the Lower Niger as far as the 

Benue confluence at Lokoja as part of its anti-slave-trade policy.4* Both 

efforts had failed, and, apart from a consular ‘presence’ (as consul in 

West Africa 1861-3, Richard Burton had made the offshore island of 

Fernando Po his base) and a periodic gunboat, the British oil traders at 

the Niger mouth carried on their business under the skimpiest kind of 

informal empire.*? 

The new departure of the 1880s seems to have sprung less from 

hopes of commercial expansion than from fears of collapse. Between 

1876 and 1881 the price of palm oil fell by more than 16 per cent and 

was to fall further.5° To protect their position, four of the oil companies 

trading up-river merged to form the United Africa Company in 1879. 

The architect of the merger was George Goldie (1846-1925), a failed 
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soldier without obvious talents or prospects.5' Goldie came from a gen- 

try family on the Isle of Man with family interests in one of the merged 

companies. A visit to West Africa in 1877-8 had suggested how the 

oil traders’ difficulties could be solved. Goldie revived the old idea of 

opening the Niger as a thoroughfare for direct trade with the Hausa 

emirates upstream, cutting out the African middlemen who skimmed 

the profits. It was obvious enough that this was beyond the means of 

four struggling companies, amalgamated or not. Goldie’s solution was 

ingenious. In 1881, he reorganised the company on a grand scale as the 

‘National African Company’ with a nominal capital of £1 million (far 

in excess of its modest assets) and offices in Ludgate Hill. He recruited 

as directors a reputable private banker from the City, a major cotton 

merchant from Manchester with West African interests (James Hutton) 

and, as chairman, Lord Aberdare, a former minister, a confidant of 

Gladstone and president of the Royal Geographical Society. Goldie’s 

real purpose was to obtain a charter for his company, and transform it 

from a frail commercial bark into an armoured cruiser. A charter from 

the imperial government would entitle his company to act as its agent 

in the Niger interior. It would give him the right to acquire territory, 

levy taxes and maintain a private army to enforce the company’s rights. 

Events played into Goldie’s hands. By the early 1880s, the Gladstone 

government was so alarmed that a French occupation of the Niger 

would drive out British trade that it reinforced its consular supervision 

and then, in 1885, declared its own protectorate in the Niger delta. 

Granting a charter to the importunate Goldie and his influential friends 

in 1886 solved the tiresome problem of how to pay for this unprepos- 

sessing imperial annex. 

Goldie’s genius was to turn a rickety British enterprise into an 

Afro-European hybrid, well adapted to its frontier habitat. Behind its 

European mask, the Company was a modern-day forest kingdom, rul- 

ing the trade paths like Ashanti or Dahomey. It gathered treaties and 

cessions from African rulers in the Niger hinterland and diverted the 

interior trade into its own forts, factories and steamers. The charter 

strictly forbade monopoly, but this was a dead letter.5* As a result, 

Goldie’s relations with the independent Liverpool companies still trad- 

ing in the Delta through African middlemen were bitter. With the 

middlemen themselves, the Company was virtually at war. By the 

early 1890s, under growing pressure from French and German com- 

petitors, the Company became even more openly a crudely organised 
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state, conducting private diplomacy, waging private war, levying pri- 
vate taxes and paying its way through a commercial monopoly backed 
by force. It was a risky, but successful, formula. Except for 1886-8, 
the Company paid a steady dividend, often well over 6 per cent53 and 
attracted many small shareholders.54 By 1894, it had bought out the 
remaining Liverpool traders on the river (though not in the Delta). But 

its main achievement was to turn its ramshackle collection of claims 

and treaties into an ‘asset’ which the imperial government dared not 

renounce. 

Goldie achieved this through careful politicking and a ruthless 

publicity campaign. He recruited Frederick Lugard, a half-pay officer 

lionised for his exploits against Arab slave traders in East Africa. Lugard 

was a brilliant publicist. Within a few months in 1895-6 he published 

thirteen major articles reciting British claims, interests and achievements 

in tropical Africa.55 The Times came to Goldie’s aid. Goldie himself 

rushed out to lead the fight against the Company’s toughest African 

enemies. As the West African competition grew fiercer, Chamberlain 

sought the Company’s help to drive the French from the hinterlands of 

Lagos Colony and the Gold Coast while the Company’s own military 

weakness became more and more glaring.°° By 1898, both the French 

and British governments were eager to settle the local feud in the Niger 

valley for fear of its wider repercussions. As Goldie had long realised, an 

imperial partition in West Africa meant that he would have to be bought 

out, to appease the French, the ‘colonial’ interest in Lagos (whose black 

merchants reciprocated his hatred) and Liverpool. The pay-out was a 

bonanza: at £865,000 nearly three times the Company’s real assets. 

The Company lost its charter and its royal prefix and reverted to lawful 

trade. 

In East Africa, the impetus behind British commercial activity 

came not from London or Liverpool but from India. With the cut- 

ting of the Suez Canal and the new short steamship route between 

Europe and India, opening up ‘branch lines’ into the Persian Gulf and 

East Africa became much more attractive. The pioneers of this new 

trade were Mackinnon Mackenzie, a British merchant house based in 

Calcutta. Its senior partner, William Mackinnon (1823-93) was now 

manager of the shipping line British India and keen to extend its busi- 

ness into new ports and hinterlands. His partner, George Mackenzie, 

spent several years reconnoitring the commercial prospects of the Per- 

sian Gulf.57 In the 1870s, Mackinnon had tried to lease a stretch of the 
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East African mainland opposite Zanzibar as a bridgehead for a new 

business empire.°® 
This came to nothing, but Mackinnon’s choice had not been 

accidental. Zanzibar was already part of an Indo-Arab trading world 

and Indians were well established as merchants and moneyed men on 

the East African coast. Zanzibar itself had long been considered part 

of British India’s sphere of influence. By the mid-nineteenth century, its 

merchants had built a commercial system that linked together the huge 

country between the Zambezi, the Great Lakes and the Indian Ocean 

at a time when European traders were barely in evidence. Zanzibar 

became a great emporium for ivory and the entrepot of the whole 

coast. Here was a goose ripe for plucking. Secondly, after Stanley’s 

epic trans-African journey in 1874-7, much more was known about 

the undeveloped wealth of the lacustrine interior and Uganda, which 

Stanley described as the ‘pearl of Africa’. Thirdly, Mackinnon, like 

many other Scottish merchants, was deeply affected by Livingstone’s 

call for the reclaiming of Africa by commerce and Christianity at his 

famous Cambridge lecture in 1857.5? 

Livingstone’s death and burial in 1874 in Westminster Abbey 

(a measure of his saintly status) was the trigger for a new effort to plant 

a large missionary centre, ‘Livingstonia’, on Lake Nyasa, where slave- 

raiding was at its most intense. Mackinnon was heavily committed 

to the African Lakes Company, set up in 1878 to support the mission 

project. But his own plans for commercial philanthropy stalled until the 

German ‘occupation’ of East Africa in 1885 transformed the politics 

of the East Coast. With the large inland sphere conceded (for Egyptian 

reasons) by London in 1886, it was obvious to the British consul in 

Zanzibar (and even more to the Sultan) that the island state was doomed 

to commercial strangulation and a gradual slide into German control. 

So Mackinnon revived his scheme for a coastal lease, this time with the 

Sultan’s support, and formed his East African Association to bring the 

Ugandan pearl to market. 

Mackinnon’s scheme was ambitious and attracted some heavy- 

weight support. Among his directors were Goldie’s friends, James 

Hutton and Lord Aberdare. There were two ex-consuls and a brace 

of generals. There was Lord Brassey, the greatest railway contractor of 

the age. Reborn as the Imperial British East Africa Company, the Asso- 

ciation gained its royal charter on the nod in 1887. With its mainland 

lease, and its right to tax, make treaties and acquire territory, it seemed 
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the perfect commercial vehicle to carve out an informal empire north 
and west of the German sphere. Uganda would be ruled in all but name 
from its office in Pall Mall. When German competition threatened its 

Uganda hinterland, it successfully pressurised a sceptical Salisbury into 

demanding its inclusion in the new British sphere in East Africa agreed 

with Germany in 1890. When Salisbury wavered, Mackinnon and his 

fellow directors threatened to resign and close the Company down.°° 

In reality, the Company’s position was desperately fragile. Its capital 

was modest — only £250,000 had been subscribed. Its outgoings were 

heavy. Worst of all, unlike Goldie’s company, there was no established 

trade to divert and no convenient route to the interior. Uganda lay three 

months’ walk away over a dangerous path skirting the warlike Masai 

and Kikuyu. Stanley told Mackinnon that he would need 500 men and 

a railway. Salisbury and his man on the spot, Gerald Portal, thought 

the Company a shambles and Mackinnon a dilettante.*! 

The result was a fiasco for which company and government 

blamed each other. With the Barings crash in 1890, no more capital 

could be gleaned in London, and the Company faced bankruptcy. It 

abandoned hope of a private empire by Lake Victoria: only a govern- 

ment take-over could supply the political infrastructure needed for its 

commercial and philanthropic aims. After a bitter Cabinet struggle, a 

publicity campaign in which Lugard and Stanley were prominent, and 

a face-saving mission of inquiry, Uganda was annexed in 1894 and 

‘British East Africa’ (modern Kenya) in 1895. Like Goldie, the East 

Africa Company’s backers had successfully exploited public anxiety 

(about the fate of Christian missionaries and their converts) to goad 

the government into a forward policy. Like Goldie, they were helped 

by its grudging recognition that an administrative take-over was the 

only answer to the runaway competition of traders, missionaries and 

soldiers whose well-publicised jostling might derail their diplomacy in 

Europe and the Mediterranean. Unlike Goldie, however, Mackinnon’s 

group profited little from the government buy-out. They were paid off 

with half of their costs, mostly at Zanzibar’s expense.°* 

In the classic case of the African Scramble, private imperialists 

with their commercial roots in London, Liverpool, Glasgow or India 

were usually at cross-purposes with the agents of official policy. In West 

and East Africa, the chartered companies were meant to limit imperial 

liability while protecting a commercial interest. In both cases, they 

proved more successful at increasing the liability than in guarding the 
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interest. Both were as much political as commercial enterprises whose 

‘virtual’ assets could only be realised if the transaction costs of exter- 

nal protection were transferred to the imperial government. It was the 

peculiarity of tropical Africa in the 1890s that the technical, adminis- 

trative and financial cost of transfer was so low; the mobilisation of 

public interest sufficient; and the diplomatic argument so pressing: con- 

ditions which favoured a sudden, swift and complete partition. Only 

in Southern Africa was private imperialism strong enough to resist the 

imperial take-over, build a state — and start a war.°? 

The Middle East and East Asia 

In the Middle East and China, commercial conditions were quite differ- 

ent. Here, where three old empires struggled to modernise, diplomatic 

rivalry was intensified by the prospect of their collapse and partition. In 

Turkey and China, profit from trade was outshone by the lure of invest- 

ment in government loans secured on state revenues or the grant of 

concessions for railways or other enterprises. Merchants and investors 

were forced to depend upon the mediation of diplomats who had an 

entree to the inner bureaucratic world where such transactions were 

finalised. Nor, in the cockpit atmosphere of great power diplomacy, 

could they impose their commercial claims where these conflicted with 

the interests of strategy or prestige. 

The Middle East was particularly risk-laden. By 1880, both the 

Ottoman Empire and Egypt (its autonomous tributary) were bankrupt 

and their politics in crisis. The Ottoman government had lost some 

of its most valuable provinces in the treaty of 1878. In 1881, after 

six years of default, a new loan regime was created to regulate its 

borrowing under international supervision and repay the bondhold- 

ers. The ‘Ottoman Public Debt Administration’ and its foreign man- 

agers controlled a large part of Turkey’s public revenues, and directed 

to all intents its public investment. But, despite their previous inter- 

est in Ottoman bonds, British investors played a much smaller role 

in financing Turkey’s new-style public debt than their counterparts in 

France where more than half the total was held by 1913.°* The com- 

mercial promise of the Anatolian hinterland — the scene of numerous 

railway schemes in the 1890s — was meagre compared with that of 

the Americas or South Africa. Worst of all, British lenders faced fierce 

competition from French and German banks represented on the Debt 

Administration. Success required furious diplomatic lobbying since the 
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allocation of loans and the concessions they brought with them were 
a barometer of great-power influence at the Ottoman court. While the 
Foreign Office was keen to encourage British investment as a diplo- 
matic instrument, the need to reach an accommodation with France or 

Germany made it an unreliable champion of the City’s interests at the 

best of times.°5 

Egypt was a special case. Before the bankruptcy of 1876, it was 

the most dynamic zone on the European periphery, attracting trade 

and investment by the speed with which its great programme of public 

works was extending the cotton production of the Nile delta. The Suez 

Canal, the engineering marvel of its day, symbolised the importance to 

the international economy of Egypt’s openness to foreign interests and 

influences.°° The eagerness with which the landholding elite responded 

to new commercial opportunities contrasted favourably with much of 

Afro-Asia.°7 But the long crisis that followed default, and reached a 

climax in the revolution of 1881, threatened this steady transforma- 

tion of Egypt into a satellite economy of Europe. Whatever its con- 

stitutional programme, Arabi’s following, the "Urabiya, drew upon 

widespread popular resentment against European artisans, merchants 

and landowners.°® The outcry of this ‘semi-colonial’ community was 

amplified by the press and the local agents of the British government. 

It contributed, as we have seen, to London’s belief that a xenophobic 

Islamist movement was about to roll up British interests: economic, 

political and strategic. 

With the ‘temporary occupation’ of 1882 and its tacit prolon- 

gation by 1890 into the indefinite future, Egypt was drawn more firmly 

than any other part of the Middle East into Britain’s commercial orbit. 

The British dared not annex, and they were forced to respect the clumsy 

international machinery of the Caisse de la Dette, Cairo’s version of the 

Ottoman Public Debt Administration. But, as the real (if hidden) force 

in the Egyptian government after 1883, the British consul-general Eve- 

lyn Baring (Lord Cromer) shaped a financial regime that turned Egypt 

into a pocket India.°? Free trade, public works and an ironclad guaran- 

tee against default made it a happy hunting ground for banks and land 

companies financed in London. By 1897, 11 per cent of Egypt’s cul- 

tivable land was owned by foreign nationals, with heavy concentration 

in the Delta provinces.7° But the existence of this quasi-colonial regime 

can only partly explain the £66 million of British capital invested by 

1914.7! The exceptional growth of cotton output and the fertility of 
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new lands reclaimed for cultivation made Egypt the richest and most 

productive economy in the Middle East.7* 

In Egypt, British commercial interests benefited from official 

London’s determination to exclude rival powers from the Nile Valley 

after 1882 and from Britain’s ability, at considerable diplomatic cost, to 

maintain a monopoly of influence in Cairo. Commerce and empire were 

in harmony. In China, the commercial and diplomatic interests inter- 

locked quite differently. Here British merchants (like Swires or Jardine 

Matheson) dominated foreign trade by 1880. But progress in tapping 

the vast hinterland behind the treaty-ports had been slow. Exportable 

commodities were sparse. With a population larger than India’s, China 

took only 8 per cent of Britain’s cotton exports (in 1896) to India’s 

27 per cent. The result was an involution of the trading frontier back 

towards the treaty-ports as the large British firms diversified into ser- 

vices like banking, shipping and utilities.73 British visitors were inclined 

to blame a treaty-port culture of sloth and complacency. The intrepid 

Isabella Bird demanded more ‘capital, push, a preference for business 

over athletics, a working knowledge of the Chinese language and busi- 

ness methods and a determination to succeed’.74 But, marooned at the 

edge of a vast non-Western world, British traders needed more than 

the spirit of enterprise to transform their economic environment. Less 

ambitious men hoped for the reform of China’s pre-modern currency 

and the abolition of internal tariffs, the likin. But the real challenge was 

to persuade the Chinese authorities to sanction a railway programme: 

the one sure instrument of commercial progress. 

The 1890s brought a breakthrough, or so it seemed. China’s 

shock defeat by Japan in 1895 brought a new urge to ‘self-strengthen’, 

and a new need for loans.75 The difficulty was that, as in the Ottoman 

Empire, the allocation of loans, and the concessions that went with 

them, was bound up with speculation about a future partition. A loan 

might become a mortgage on the property of a bankrupt. To negotiate 

a loan under these conditions required forceful diplomacy at Peking, 

as much as commercial intelligence in Shanghai or financial backing 

in London. To British commercial interests on the spot, it was obvi- 

ous that any reasonable allocation should reflect their pre-eminence. 

‘Our true heritage in Asia is all Southeastern Asia up to the Yangtse 

valley’, wrote the Times correspondent in Peking to J. O. P. Bland, 

who was to play a leading role in pressing for railway concessions.7° 

China was now ripe for modernisation under British guidance, 
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urged the young Charles Addis, the rising star of the Hong Kong and 
Shanghai Bank.77 

But, as we have seen, official London was reluctant to risk 

the diplomatic confrontations to which the aggressive pursuit of British 
commercial interests might lead. The Hong Kong Bank was encouraged 

to arrange separate spheres of concession-hunting with the Deutsche 

Bank. An agreement was reached with Russia in 1899 to refuse offi- 

cial support for British concession-seekers in Manchuria in return for 

Russian self-denial in the Yangtse. Peking was persuaded to grant a 

fistful of railway concessions in 1898 to match those granted to Rus- 

sia and France.7* But a concession was one thing; transforming it into 

a finished railway quite another. That required constant diplomatic 

pressure on the Chinese authorities. With the outbreak of the South 

African War in October 1899, followed by the Boxer Rebellion in 

1900, it became harder and harder to drive the concessions through the 

provincial bureaucracies whose cooperation was essential. To Bland, 

who aspired to be the Chinese Rhodes, the solution was obvious. 

‘Either we must adopt the methods of our successful competitors or 

go under... [T]he Russians pay their Chinese friends well to block our 

roads.’ What was needed was ‘a Government institution like the Russian 

Bank which should engineer commercial and financial undertakings’, 

and a candid recognition ‘that the obtaining of a concession in China 

meant certain payments to the officials concerned’.”? But, as he con- 

stantly complained, there was no diplomatic will in London for this or 

for the negotiation of railway zones in which the concessionaires would 

have security against the interference of the provincial authorities.*° By 

1903, not a mile of line had been laid.*’ Nor, though they toyed with 

the idea at the height of the Boxer Rebellion, would the policy-makers 

contemplate declaring a Yangtse protectorate —- a Chinese Egypt — 

for which a strong group of China merchants had campaigned,** to 

safeguard the prime region of British trade behind Shanghai. 

The British government’s real decision was to ally itself with 

the strongest commercial force in China, the Hong Kong and Shang- 

hai Bank. It was a marriage of true convenience. The Bank was an 

exchange bank, an investment bank and a bank of issue, as well as 

being Whitehall’s financial agent in China.*} It transacted business 

throughout China and hoped for more. It had no interest in a pol- 

icy of spheres, still less in a Yangtse protectorate.*4 It was anxious 

for good relations with the Chinese government, not least because any 
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loans it might float would have to be secured on its revenues and not 

on those of the provinces.*5 It was also well placed to dominate the 

international banking consortia which official London favoured as the 

instrument of development without spheres. With the Bank on its side, 

Whitehall could fend off complaints from the City and claim plausibly 

to be defending Britain’s commercial stake in China. The Bank in return 

gained official support against its rivals in London and its critics among 

the British community in China. 

The results were mixed. The defeat of the Boxers, the Anglo- 

Japanese alliance of 1902 and the defeat of Russia in 1905 might 

have been expected to open the golden age of Anglo-Chinese railway- 

building. In fact, the City proved reluctant to invest in China. The For- 

eign Office and the Bank argued over who should be admitted to the 

loan consortium: after the Entente cordiale of 1904, French participa- 

tion became a diplomatic necessity.*° In the face of Chinese resistance, 

there was little prospect by 1908 of enforcing the kind of concession 

in which foreign interests kept full control over the construction and 

operation of a railway, as well as its finance. To Bland, that had seemed 

vital.87 As Peking lost control of its provinces and the ‘rights recovery’ 

movement gathered pace among the provincial gentry, the grandiose 

schemes for the opening of China to the trade of the treaty-ports and 

Hong Kong were quietly shelved. British trade and investment was 

more rooted than ever within the safe haven of the treaty-ports and 

diversified there into industry and services. The Bank fell back upon its 

favoured policy of promoting the international loan consortia through 

which it hoped to maximise its influence. But, within five years, the 

Chinese revolution and the outbreak of the First World War changed 

the political and economic landscape beyond recognition. 

Despite the scale of Britain’s commercial interests and the 

expected value of the China market, the modest scope of British action 

in the crucial decade after 1895 stood in marked contrast to the inter- 

vention, partition and annexation favoured in Egypt and Africa. This 

was not because official policy was inflexibly committed to a united 

and independent China, as the flirtation with a Yangtse protectorate 

showed. Nor because British interests were thought strong enough to 

fend for themselves. In the Chinese interior, that had never been true. 

The reality was that in China Britain’s power was too limited, her 

unofficial protégés too weak, her international rivals too strong and 

the Chinese ‘host’ much too resilient for a solution along African or 
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Egyptian lines to be imposed.** The larger aim of promoting British 
commercial interests throughout China by official pressure was even 
more impractical. After 1905, the more perceptive of the China hands 
recognised that the future lay not in attempts at the colonial subordi- 

nation of China, still less in partition, but in ‘normalising’ her relations 

with the West, especially through currency reform, the greatest sin- 

gle barrier to trade.*? European financial cooperation, thought Addis, 

would be the instrument of modernity.%° It was a banker’s dream. But, 

in the time of troubles that lay ahead, it was a vision to which British 

leaders would return with almost desperate faith. 

Latin America: the swing to the West 

Up to 1914 (and long after), foreign-owned business in China remained 

the step-child of diplomacy or was confined to the shelter of treaty- 

ports. By contrast, Latin America was a fair field of commercial enter- 

prise, offering exceptionally favourable conditions after 1880 for the 

growth of a vast business empire pivoted upon London. Latin America 

was far away from the great geopolitical faultline that ran from Vienna 

through Constantinople to Teheran and Peking. Latin American states 

were defective by European standards, but after c.1850 they were far 

more robust and commerce-friendly than almost anything to be found 

in tropical Africa.9’ There was neither the need nor the opportunity to 

engage in the costly privatised state-building to which Goldie, Mackin- 

non and Rhodes had resorted. Nor was there a great imperial bureau- 

cracy, like that in China, to confine the commercial intruder to a coastal 

enclave. Latin American elites, far from resisting a disruptive alien cul- 

ture, eagerly embraced European models of ‘order and progress’ and 

identified with Europe’s colonising drive elsewhere in the world. They 

saw themselves as the vanguard of civilisation among their benighted 

countrymen, especially where those countrymen were Indian or black.** 

Amid the enthusiasm with which they opened their economies to the 

outside world, the clumsy apparatus of semi-colonialism erected in 

China would have been an absurd irrelevance. 

Three other circumstances shaped the economic connection 

between Britain and Latin America. No Latin American state in 1880 

remotely compared with the United States in population, accessible 

resources, commercial infrastructure or industrial development. There 
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was neither the means nor the will to challenge Britain’s financial, 

commercial and industrial superiority by building a manufacturing 

base behind tariff walls. Secondly, Latin America’s mineral wealth 

and its rich zones of tropical, sub-tropical and temperate agriculture 

promised a huge stream of primary products at the very moment when 

Europe’s urban and industrial transformation was moving into high 

gear. Finally, Latin American governments, notably in Brazil, Argentina 

and Uruguay, were now ready to exploit their natural resources with a 

vast immigrant workforce drawn from the stagnant rural economies of 

Italy and Spain. 

British businessmen were perfectly placed to exploit this 

dynamic new commercial frontier. They could move out from the old 

mercantile bridgeheads first occupied during or before the 1820s. They 

commanded an ample reservoir of commercial credit and a versatile 

shipping network. They were attuned to the commodity markets in 

London and well supplied with commercial intelligence. Above all, they 

enjoyed ready access, through merchant banks and the Stock Exchange, 

to a stream of capital. Credit, capital and commercial know-how were 

their supreme comparative advantage for, though none of these was 

entirely lacking in Latin American economies, local businessmen pre- 

ferred familiar assets like land or housing to riskier long-term projects 

subject to the ebb and flow of foreign markets.?* As the Latin American 

economies were drawn more fully into the web of international trade, 

their commercial association with Britain grew closer and closer. 

The results were impressive. In 1880, Britain exported goods 

worth some £17 million to Latin America. By 1890, the figure had risen 

to nearly £29 million, and had surged past £50 million by 1910.4 By 

that date, British purchases had grown even faster to exceed £70 mil- 

lion. By the eve of the First World War, around ro per cent of British 

trade was with the Latin American states. But much more striking than 

the growth of trade was the astronomical rise in British investment. 

In 1875, when Latin American borrowing was already under way, the 

total had been £175 million. Thirty years later, it had increased four- 

fold, and by 1913 stood at nearly £1,200 million?5 (these figures must 

be treated as orders of magnitude since the amount of private invest- 

ment, as opposed to quoted securities is necessarily conjectural). By 

1913, two-thirds of that total was invested in enterprises rather than 

government bonds (the reverse had been true in 1885). Perhaps half 

of all British investment was in railways, and there were British-owned 



¢ 

137 / The commercial republic 

railways in every South American country and in Mexico, Guatemala 
and Costa Rica. More British capital was poured into docks, harbours, 
tramways and utilities to serve the booming cities, including Buenos 
Aires, the ‘Paris of the southern hemisphere’.?° ‘Nowhere in the world’, 
remarked James Bryce of Buenos Aires, ‘does one feel a stronger sense 
of exuberant wealth.’97 In this benign environment, British business- 

men like the Johnston family in Brazil,?* the banker George Wilkinson 

Drabble in Argentina,?? Colonel North, the ‘nitrate king’, in Chile?®° 

and the great contractor Weetman Pearson (later Lord Cowdray) in 

Mexico"?! could build up their interests on an imperial scale. 

In fact, British interests were scattered prodigally across Cen- 

tral and South America. Even in inhospitable states like Paraguay and 

Venezuela, there were British-owned railways like the Paraguay Central 

and the Bolivar.'°* Sixty per cent of Colombia’s network was British- 

owned.'°3 In Peru, where the government had defaulted on its railway 

loans in 1879, a British holding company, the Peruvian Corporation, 

administered the country’s railways, guano deposits and certain util- 

ities under the ‘Grace Contract’ of 1890.'°4 In Chile, British capital 

controlled one-third of nitrates production — Chile’s principal export 

and its main source of public revenue — by the 188o0s.'°> In fact, British 

capital was concentrated in Mexico, Chile and along the Atlantic coast 

in Brazil, Uruguay and Argentina. Mexico ranked third in 1913, with 

some £132 million in railways, mines and the oil concessions into which 

the Pearson interests had diversified — a figure broadly equal to that of 

American investment.!°° In Uruguay, British commercial predominance 

was proverbial. ‘All of the industrial enterprises... of any importance 

are in English hands’, remarked the British minister in 1881.'°7 Trans- 

port, communications, utilities, insurance, banking, meat-processing 

and ranching were largely British-owned or managed by 1900,'°* and 

the Uruguayan president ruefully described himself as the ‘manager of 

a great ranch whose board of directors is in London’.'°? In Brazil, the 

growth of British banks and insurance companies followed in the wake 

of the large trading houses dealing in coffee and sugar. The British- 

owned Sao Paulo Railway, the great trunk route into the coffee-growing 

heartland, was the most profitable British railway anywhere in South 
LEO America. 

But it was in Argentina that British interests had flourished 

most of all. Argentina was the miracle economy of the age and the 

most dynamic in Latin America.''' Its seemingly boundless resources 
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prompted comparisons with the United States. Between 1880 and 

1913, its population increased fourfold to eight million, nearly half the 

increase being due to immigration. Its production of cereals grew by 

forty times. In 1913, it was by far the world’s greatest exporter of maize. 

It became a major supplier of frozen meat and the second largest pro- 

ducer of wool. Its railway network by 1910 covered more than 17,000 

miles of linet! and was still growing rapidly. The maize and wheat 

lands west of Buenos Aires were crisscrossed by the densest railway 

system in South America. By 1913, Argentina had long since overtaken 

Brazil as Britain’s main trading partner and dominated British trade 

with the continent. Not surprisingly, this exceptional growth and the 

close commercial tie with Britain were reflected in the volume of British 

capital directed to the country. In 1880, British investment had stood 

at £20 million; a decade later at £157 million;'*3 and by 1913 at £360 

million — as much as in India. More than half this sum had been placed 

in the railway system, the key to export-led growth. The Buenos and 

Great Southern, the Buenos Aires and Pacific, the Central Argentine, 

the Western, the Central Cordoba and other British lines made up 

7o per cent of Argentina’s network.''+ After 1900, the Southern 

returned a consistent dividend of 7 per cent.''5 The railway compa- 

nies were also linked to docks and harbour companies and to shipping 

lines. Other British capital went into water, gas and tramways. And, by 

the late nineteenth century, British banks like the Bank of London and 

South America dominated the finance of trade. 

The British stake in Argentina’s development was huge. But, 

both there and elsewhere in Latin America, it was based on a tacit 

accommodation with local elites. Even in Colombia, a congressman 

could urge that ‘we... offer Europe raw materials and open our ports 

to manufactures to facilitate trade and the advantages it brings’.1'® The 

‘open economy’ favoured the political, commercial and cultural aspira- 

tions of a dominant landed class, nowhere more so than in Argentina 

where estanciero supremacy had been consolidated in the pampas war 

against the Indians — the sordid prelude to the economic miracle. Import 

substitution occurred and capital was accumulated locally. But any 

deliberate policy of large-scale industrial development faced insupera- 

ble difficulties in the transitional phase. It could hardly be undertaken 

without the protection of tariffs. But tariffs would produce a slack- 

ening of trade, reducing exports and foreign income. The inflow of 

capital would tail off threatening an adverse balance of payments and 
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destabilising the whole economy and its fragile superstructure. Hence, 
while development ‘towards the interior’ had its advocates and appealed 
to important local interests, they were rarely strong enough to challenge 
the agrarian class and its commercial allies before 1914. 

Even so, in a region of such rapid economic and social change, 

where political institutions were relatively weak, foreign interests could 

not escape the side-effects of instability and sometimes faced frontal 

attack. The Peruvian Corporation representative in Lima, Clinton 

Dawkins, complained bitterly of breaches of the 1890 agreement under 

which the loan default was being paid off: the Peruvian president was 

‘bestially stupid’.''7 With its guano running out, its nitrates lost and 

silver’s value in steep decline, Peru was going to ruin ‘not by degrees 

but by sheer strides’.1'® In Chile, the civil war of 1891 threatened 

British nitrate interests with a government take-over. In Brazil, politi- 

cal upheaval in the 1890s and a policy of industrialisation choked off 

foreign capital and wrecked the exchange rate.''? Worst of all was the 

great crisis of 1890 in Argentina. Reckless over-investment by the great 

banking house of Barings crashed into the reckless inflation of its paper 

currency by the Argentinian government. As Argentina’s ability to meet 

its fixed payments on railway and government loans (payable in gold 

not paper) came into question, panic spread in London about the value 

of British holdings, the solvency of Barings and the stability of the City’s 

whole enormous stake in international lending.'*° 

The instinct to punish default by diplomatic intervention and 

a blockade of cruisers had not entirely disappeared, but on the British 

side it was widely recognised as clumsy and inappropriate. Diplomatic 

pressure in Chile was abandoned when it was realised that local British 

opinion was as divided as the Chileans over the rights and wrongs of the 

civil conflict.!2! In Peru, Dawkins (an ardent imperialist) jeered at the 

‘absurd notions’ of his London board ‘about diplomatic interference, 

British squadrons, Johnny Atkins and all that fustian’.'** In the after- 

math of the Barings crisis, Lord Salisbury curtly dismissed the idea of 

official involvement in a stabilisation agreement as ‘dreams’.’*3 In fact, 

political coercion was redundant, if not counter-productive. Subtler 

means lay to hand. The British could exploit their ‘structural’ advan- 

tages as the source of credit, capital and information.'*4 Nationalisa- 

tion in Chile was resisted as fiercely by Chilean as by British owners.'*5 

Elsewhere, the penalties of financial default were felt as keenly by the 

South American elites as by their British creditors. It meant an indefinite 



140 / Towards ‘The Sceptre of the World’ 

stoppage of new capital whose inflow had become essential not just to 

the growth of the export economy but to the efficient working of the 

export-import cycle, with its dependence on credit and its exposure to 

volatile price movements. Credit starvation heralded a total breakdown 

of the commercial economy, with a revolution close behind. Hence the 

focus of South American diplomacy in London in the troubled 1890s 

was not the Foreign Office but New Court, the Rothschild offices in the 

City. It was Rothschilds who negotiated the Romero agreement with 

Argentina in 1893,'° and a loan to stabilise the Brazilian exchange in 

1898.'*7 For both countries, the price was a sharp deflation, and the 

strengthening of British-based banks and railway companies over local 

competitors. The adoption (or re-adoption) of the gold standard with 

its fixed parities by Peru (1897-9), Argentina (1899), Mexico (1904) 

and Brazil (1906)!*° was further evidence that they were willing to 

accept the financial discipline imposed by the City. 

To the official classes in Britain, Latin America was the dark 

side of the moon. ‘South America...is quite out of the currents of 

the world’, wrote Dawkins wistfully, hankering after official prefer- 

ment in Egypt or India.'*? The continent was a diplomat’s graveyard. 

But, by 1913, it was the brightest jewel in the City’s crown, the rich- 

est province of its business empire and the great white hope of the 

investing classes. It was the perfect illustration of the third dimension 

of British power, springing not from conquest or settlement but from 

collaboration in the pursuit of wealth. By 1913, Latin America was 

providing around a quarter of Britain’s overseas property income. It 

employed nearly a quarter of Britain’s long-distance shipping fleet™3° 

and contributed heavily to her invisible earnings. Its expanding railways 

were the perfect vehicle for British financial, technical and managerial 

expertise, as well as being large consumers of British coal — whose bulk 

export was the key to the profitability of British shipping: 85 per cent 

of outward cargoes to Brazil were coal.'3! The British commercial and 

professional communities in Latin America were small in numbers, but 

wealthy, well-educated and influential."3* In a continent (increasingly) 

of European immigrants, and in cities like Buenos Aires where foreign- 

ers made up three-quarters of the adult population by 1914,"33 their 

cosmopolitan origins and outlook were no handicap. In Buenos Aires in 

1909, there were 7,113 British among 7,444 Germans, 27,000 French, 

277,000 Italians and 174,000 Spanish. 34 
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In a wider perspective, the remarkable florescence of British 
commerce in Latin America around 1900 can be seen as part of a 

‘swing to the West’ — a subtle rebalancing of Britain’s global interests 

and commitments between Europe, the Americas and the Eastern world. 

The huge flow of capital towards Argentina had its counterpart in the 

great migration of men and money to Canada in the decade before 1914 

and the dramatic growth of Anglo-Canadian trade. British investment 

in the United States also surged upwards from £500 million in 1899 

to £800 million by 1914.35 The Anglo-American rapprochement and 

the careful accommodation of British interests in Central America to 

American regional predominance'3° was part of this new Atlantic pat- 

tern. By 1913, the Americas accounted for one-fifth of Britain’s exports, 

one-third of her imports, more than half of her overseas investment and 

almost three-quarters of her oceanic shipping. Here, far away from the 

cockpits of imperial rivalry, was a vast zone of safety, stability and 

wealth: some compensation for the strain of defending British interests 

in Asia or, after 1910, for the strategic burden in Europe. 

Of course, in Latin America at least, this happy conjuncture 

could not be taken for granted. The growing size and scale of British 

enterprise bred resentment.'37 The nativist reaction of the early 1900s in 

Argentina and elsewhere revealed the strains of nation-building under 

conditions of hectic growth and foreign influence.'3* Ultimately, the 

‘order and progress’ in which the British had invested so heavily rested 

upon the primacy of the local agro-commercial elites. In turn, their 

fate and their readiness to comply with external financial discipline 

depended on the booming demand for their commodity exports and 

London’s ability to supply the capital on which growth and stability 

relied. In 1914, with appalling suddenness, this great experiment in 

business empire came to a grinding halt. 

Commerce or empire? 

The union of commercial and imperial muscle was the foundation of 

the British world-system. The vast scale of British trade, the fleets of 

merchant shipping, the treasure chest of overseas investment and the 

resources it commanded were widely seen as the real embodiment of 

British world power. They supplied the economic energy to sustain 
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the show of empire and pay for its defence. They formed the invisible 

chains that bound the visible empire of dependencies and settler states to 

their far-off metropole. They provided the means to expand the sphere 

of British influence and turn the ‘undeveloped estates’ of empire into 

imperial assets. In a world in which a handful of imperial ‘superstates’ 

was expected to hold sway, they were the guarantee of premier status, 

and of independence. 
Yet the project of a free-standing commercial republic, no 

longer reliant on political, diplomatic or military support, had made 

little headway outside the favoured zones of South and Central Amer- 

ica. Even there, it depended to a degree upon British political and cul- 

tural prestige. “The educated Englishman who arrives in Latin America’, 

remarked a traveller in 1913, ‘must generally assume the prestige as 

well as the burden of his empire.’"3? Elsewhere, beyond the developed 

world of the United States and the ‘white dominions’, commerce needed 

empire more than ever. This was especially true in the Eastern world 

south and east of Suez where a large proportion of British trade and 

investment was still to be found. Eighteen per cent of British investment 

was in India and East Asia: the total for Asia, Africa and Australasia 

was 41 per cent. In India, the largest market for Britain’s largest export, 

cotton textiles, colonial rule pegged open a market that would otherwise 

have been snapped shut by tariffs and homemade competition. It was 

decisive in the early and rapid construction of railways, underwritten 

by colonial revenues and pressed forward at London’s command. The 

contrast with China, whose disorganised network was barely one-sixth 

the length of India’s by 1913, was telling. Indeed, there, the security of 

British investment, the organisation of foreign trade and the prospects 

for commercial development seemed to require the enforcement of the 

‘unequal treaties’ and the defence of the colonial and semi-colonial 

enclaves scattered the length of the China coast. To its British residents, 

treaty-port Shanghai was as much a part of the Empire as Sydney or 

Cape Town and entitled to the same protection? — a claim which the 

policy-makers acknowledged down to the 1930s. To the champions 

of tariff reform after 1903, it was precisely this reliance on force to 

open new markets in Asia and save old ones that condemned free trade. 

‘Not feeling quite strong enough to keep the door open in Europe by 

threat of force’, Leo Amery told Milner, ‘[England] tries to do so else- 

where by forcibly retarding the expansion of other powers. The policy 
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has increased our armaments and our territory enormously in the last 
twenty years.’'4? 

Experience of India, China, the Middle East and Africa also 
kept alive, in the heyday of laissez-faire, a variant of political or imperial 

capitalism that had little in common with the rational entrepreneurship 

imagined by Joseph Schumpeter in his Imperialism and Social Classes 

(1919). To businessmen like Goldie, Mackinnon, the Liverpool traders 

on the Niger, the taipans of the China coast and railway promoters like 

Bland, it was self-evident that political power should be used if neces- 

sary against the threat of monopolistic rivals and to clear the path of 

local ‘obstructions’. To them, commercial development, local progress 

and the imperial interest were bound up inseparably, and the cavils of 

diplomats and administrators either myopic or self-serving. It was a 

short step from this to the harder face of political capitalism in those 

parts of Afro-Asia where resources were scantier, the resistance tougher 

and the environment harsher. In sub-Saharan Africa, especially, coer- 

cion became the fastest means of accumulating wealth. Force was used 

to uphold a commercial monopoly against local competition (on the 

Niger); and to appropriate land and cattle (in East and Central Africa). 

Coercion ensured the supply of labour from African societies whose 

manpower was scarce and valuable. The threat of collective vengeance 

became the shield behind which traders, settlers and miners could prac- 

tise a quasi-coercive production system with remarkable security and 

at negligible cost.'4* With the rise of a vulgar ‘ethnic Darwinism’ in 

the later nineteenth century, these cruder forms of political capitalism 

could also be dignified as instruments of ‘moral and material progress’. 

In all these ways the commercial republic was heavily depen- 

dent upon the well-being of the British world-system as a whole. To its 

fiercer critics it seemed ever more reliant on profits extracted by coer- 

cive methods and regions exploited by political power. This was too 

pessimistic. What was beyond doubt was the extent to which the vast 

commercial system pivoted on London needed the support of its British 

host: to guard its long lines of communication and the vulnerable instal- 

lations of trade; to preserve free trade, the magnet of commerce and 

finance; and to maintain the advanced industrial base whose products 

it traded. In return, it supplied much of the influence and wealth that 

late-Victorian opinion had come to see as its birthright. 



AL THE BRITANNIC EXPERIMENT 

Perhaps the most striking feature of Britain’s global expansion was the 

limited influence exerted over its course by the imperial government 

in London. Most of the energy behind British expansion was private, 

not public. Of course, it was true that it usually needed a mixture 

of private and public resources: capital, manpower, but also protection 

against external and sometimes internal opponents. Governments could 

withhold that protection and refuse to annex when the political risks 

they entailed seemed out of proportion. They could also strike bargains 

with rival imperialists that frustrated the plans of British settlers, mer- 

chants or missionaries. But only up to a point. The promoters of British 

expansion could usually mobilise both public and private ‘investment’ 

at home (both material and emotional), and use it to leverage additional 

resources on the local or colonial ‘spot’. It was this combination that 

made them so versatile; and that versatility was what made the British 

presence so ubiquitous. 

The result by the later vigieeceaan century was the creation of 

a British world-system. Its system-like character can be seen in two 

ways. First, private and public activity had combined (most visibly in 

the strategic and technological achievement of long-distance sea-lanes) 

to encourage the growth of a single vast network centred on Britain, to 

distribute credit, capital, goods, information, manpower and protection 

on a global basis, and not into a set of closed ‘mercantilist’ zones each 

with its own rules. The result was to lower the cost of defence and 

reduce the transaction costs of a global pattern of trade. Secondly, 

by a series of incremental adjustments, the main spheres of British 

enterprise came to play different but complementary roles in the larger 

process of British expansion. The shipping and property empire, much 

of it active in non-British territory, provided an income that sustained 
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high levels of imports, the domestic balance of payments, and new 
exports of capital. The ‘sub-empire’ of India assumed after c.1870 a 
primarily (but not exclusively) military function, meeting the ordinary 
costs of almost two-thirds of the Empire’s regular land forces: its British 
garrison and its own Indian army. By contrast, the settlement colonies 

were not expected to pay for their strategic defence and were allowed 

(unlike India) to protect local industry. Their contribution instead was 

to borrow and trade on a scale (proportionately) far greater than India. 

And, increasingly, by the end of the century, they began to take up the 

part of Britain’s most reliable allies, bound to her ‘system’ by deep ties 

of self-interest and self-identification. 

The Britannic idea 

This ‘Britannic’ solidarity was a crucial dimension of the British world- 

system, and one of the keys to its tenacious survival in the twentieth 

century. It would have greatly surprised the early Victorians. Indeed, it 

is easy to see why opinion in Britain in the earlier part of the century had 

shown little enthusiasm for the settlement colonies. They seemed liabili- 

ties scattered broadcast across the world. With the exception of the two 

‘Canadas’ (modern Ontario and Quebec) and New South Wales, their 

populations were tiny and their prospects uncertain. Far from form- 

ing solid territorial blocs, British North America, British South Africa 

and the British South Pacific were fragmented and fissiparous. The 

Canadas had been forced into uneasy union in 1840, but the ‘Lower’ 

or Maritime provinces remained stubbornly separate: indeed, overland 

travel between them and the Canadas was dauntingly difficult.’ In the 

1850s, six separate governments ruled over the one million or so set- 

tlers in Australia, while geographical separation (on a much smaller 

scale) encouraged a similar trend in New Zealand. Although London 

had recognised that local self-government (‘responsible government’) 

could not be resisted in most settlement colonies (but not in Cape 

Colony), their financial fragility and proneness to faction — rather than 

party-based politics — cast doubt on how far self-reliance could be 

carried.* Worse still, in too many cases, the risk of foreign invasion or 

local ‘native’ wars had made them a drain on Britain’s limited military 

manpower. In the 1840s, frontier conflicts in South Africa and New 

Zealand, as well as the tension provoked by the Oregon crisis with the 
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United States, dispersed British forces from one end of the world to the 

other. 

Nevertheless, by around 1850, a more positive estimate of the 

settlement colonies had begun to take root. The ‘Colonial Reformers’ 

attributed the colonists’ failings to interference from London, not the 

inherent defectiveness of colonial societies. Edward Gibbon Wakefield’s 

idea that the British were especially adapted to colonise became more 

influential. The irresistible flow of Gladstonian rhetoric was deployed 

in support of British colonisation. ‘The object [of colonization]’, he 

began to tell audiences, ‘was to reproduce the likeness of England, as 

they were doing in Australia, New Zealand, North America and the 

Cape, thereby contributing to the general happiness of mankind.’3 Far 

from being seen as tiresome dependants, they were increasingly thought 

of, in some circles at least, as little Americas, from whom separation 

was certain at some foreseeable point. In the world of free trade, the 

balance of colonial costs and benefits could only be negative. But there 

was also gradual acceptance that the settler communities could be a 

valuable adjunct to British wealth and power, and a ‘healthy’ extension 

of British society. 

Three separate developments may have strengthened this view. 

The first (and perhaps the most important) was the effect of rail- 

way construction. Railways connected large British interests to settler 

expansion. Railway-building offered much more definite proof that the 

colonies could achieve dense and continuous settlement, replicating the 

pattern of British society at home, and sustaining a similar level of insti- 

tutions and culture. Above all, perhaps, investment in railways created 

loud vested interests with an obvious motive in selling the colonies’ 

future to British opinion.+ The second development was the growing 

belief from mid-century onwards that industrialisation in Britain had 

imposed high social costs some of which could be redeemed in the 

colonies. This was the idea that colonial life, free from the contagion of 

urban industrialism, offered a physically and morally healthier climate. 

Here British social virtues could be preserved and revived; the perils 

of decadence, degeneration and ‘Caesarism’ — a populist dictatorship — 

averted.’ This perception coincided with the steady advance of emigra- 

tion (and return migration) to become key social features not just of 

the Celtic ‘periphery’ but of English society as well. Thirdly, with the 

rising sense of a world that was linked by fast and regular movement — 

by wire, steamship and rail — the settlement colonies came to look less 
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like the random results of demographic opportunism and more like 
the links in an imperial ‘chain’, part of a system of global power. The 
message of John Robert Seeley’s Expansion of England (1883), that the 
settlement colonies should be seen as an organic extension of Britain 

not part of the burdensome empire of rule, was the cogent expression 

of an emerging idea, not a sudden new insight. The late Victorians 

experienced an enlargement of their mental horizons, and also perhaps 
in their sense of identity. 

In late-Victorian Britain, this shift of attitudes was part of a 

new imperial outlook. It was matched by a change in the colonies 

of white settlement, soon to be called the ‘white dominions’. There 

too the imperial idea was transformed and made popular. Yet, by the 

latter part of the century, in all the settlement colonies, there was a 

growing sense of self-conscious nationhood and (especially after 1900) a 

buoyant view of their economic future as ‘young nations’. This paradox 

was resolved by the special quality of settler nationalism. In Canada, 

Australia, New Zealand and (as we shall see) among the British minority 

in South Africa, national identity was asserted by rejecting subservience 

to the British government, but by affirming equality with Britain as 

‘British peoples’ or ‘nations’. It was this ‘Britannic nationalism’ which 

underpinned the commitment of all the white dominions to the imperial 

enterprise, and the British world-system, until its eventual disintegration 

in the 1940s and 1950s. It was not an unthinking observance of old 

imperial loyalty, nor an unconsummated passion for an impractical 

imperial federation. It was stronger, subtler and deeply rooted in the 

needs of the dominions themselves. Socially, it derived from the feeling 

that creating modern large-scale societies demanded institutions and 

habits — private and public — on the model already familiar in Britain, the 

great exemplar of a ‘modern’ community, but improved and adapted to 

local requirements. Politically it sprang up when two great imperatives 

converged in the later nineteenth century: the urge for expansion and 

need for cohesion. Expansion in an age of rival empires and ‘world- 

states’ could only be secure under the aegis of British power, and so long 

as the imperial centre acknowledged the claims of its Britannic outposts. 

So Britannic nationalism meant asserting settler influence at the heart of 

the empire. Secondly, as settler society grew more urban and industrial, 

more divided by wealth and class, more conscious of deficiencies of 

education and welfare, Britannic ethnicity offered the promise of social 

cohesion, and a charter for social renewal. A reformed and purified 
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local Britishness went hand in hand with — was the domestic counterpart 

to —a grander role as ‘British nations’, partners, not subjects, of imperial 

Britain. 

Canada 

The oldest self-governing settler societies in the British Empire were 

in British North America. They were also the first to federate — as 

the Dominion of Canada in 1867. With the acquisition of Ruperts- 

land — the vast northern domain of the Hudson’s Bay Company —- 

in 1869, adhesion of British Columbia (in 1871) and Prince Edward 

Island (in 1873), Canada became a transcontinental state rivalling in 

territorial scale the great republic to the south. But in wealth and pop- 

ulation it was puny. There was the rub. A second transcontinental state 

in North America flew in the face of commercial and geographical 

logic. Along its whole length, the new dominion was bound to feel 

the immense gravitational pull of American enterprise. The builders 

of confederation embarked upon a staggeringly grandiose venture for 

a small colonial community, deeply divided by ethnicity, region and 

religion, and already strung out along a ribbon of cultivation between 

Lake Huron and Halifax. Measured by ambition, the ‘Fathers of Con- 

federation’ (principally John A. Macdonald and George Brown) were 

among the greatest of Victorian empire-builders, planning a vast new 

colony anchored by ‘British connection’,” loyal to the British Crown 

and drawing on British migrants and capital to fuel its expansion. They 

looked forward to the day, declared George Brown in the confederation 

debates in 1865, ‘when one united government under the British flag 

shall extend from shore to shore’.® 

From the beginning, the politics of the new dominion were 

dominated by two interlocking priorities. The first was to make the 

new federal constitution workable. That meant reconciling the Mar- 

itime provinces to the burden of debt that the old Canadian provinces 

(now Ontario and Quebec) had accumulated building railways and 

canals, and to the tariff that had been imposed to pay for them. It 

meant the careful management of Quebec with its French Canadian 

majority and its vocal minority of English Canadians in Montreal and 

the ‘Eastern Townships’. Federation had separated the two Canadian 

provinces previously locked in legislative union, but did little to reduce 
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the mutual antipathy of Protestant Ontario and Catholic Quebec. It 
meant heading off the opposition among Ontario farmers to the rail- 
way and banking interests from whose headquarters in St James Street, 
Montreal, the first prime minister, Sir John A. Macdonald, was widely 

believed to take his orders and his party funds. It meant an uphill strug- 

gle to broaden the power and authority of the new ‘general government’ 

in Ottawa against provincial pressure for devolution or even (in the case 

of Nova Scotia) for secession. 

These teething problems were constantly entangled with the 

second great issue that absorbed both Macdonald and his Reform (or 

‘Grit’, later Liberal) opponents: how to make good the dominion’s 

claim to the vast western empire beyond the Great Lakes, the key to 

its future as a separate ‘British’ North American state. The imperial 

government in London had been eager to transfer ‘Rupertsland’ to 

Canada, believing that the Hudson’s Bay Company could no longer rule 

a vast inland colony now thought ripe for agricultural development. But 

the conveyance was not as easy as it seemed. For one thing, the best 

organised community in the west, the mixed-race (French and Indian) 

Metis in the Red River Valley (near modern Winnipeg), objected to a 

transfer that they feared would bring a flood of British settlers from 

Ontario.? Under the charismatic leadership of Louis Riel, they staged 

the first of two northwestern rebellions whose suppression required the 

despatch of imperial troops under Sir Garnet Wolseley, the ubiquitous 

generalissimo of the Empire’s smaller wars. The Metis were routed 

and the new province of Manitoba set up.'® But, as Macdonald well 

knew, a much greater challenge awaited. Only with a railway across the 

continent could he hope to transform the northwestern interior from 

an economic desert into a great agrarian asset — and Canada from a 

stagnant eastern colony into a dynamic continental state. 

In the first decade of confederation, there was little to show for 

the high hopes of 1867. Macdonald’s first attempt to commission a rail- 

way across the continent was a failure, and the ensuing ‘Pacific scandal’ 

blew him out of office in 1873. His Reform party opponents, suspicious 

of the Montreal capitalists, and hobbled by economic depression, made 

no headway. Canada was in the doldrums. The immigrants it did attract 

were as likely to pass on to the United States as to stay; many more 

Canadians moved south of the border in search of better times: nearly 

one million between 1881 and 1891.‘ Macdonald came back to office 

in 1878. In the thirteen years that followed, he fashioned a surprisingly 
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durable political regime, presided over the completion of the east-west 

railway and pushed through Canada’s transformation into a separate 

northern economy with a tariff wall to guard its railways, trade, finance 

and infant industry. Together, the ‘Macdonaldian state’, the Canadian 

Pacific Railway and the ‘national policy’ turned the prospectus of con- 

federation into something like reality. The question was whether the 

‘Canada’ that Macdonald had made could survive the disappearance 

of his master touch. 

By the time of his death in 1891, Macdonald had been the 

dominant figure in Canadian politics for fifty years. In the black arts of 

patronage, ‘Old Tomorrow’ was a virtuoso, reconciling Canada’s com- 

plex dualities - English and French, monarchy and populism, liberal 

and clerical, protestant and catholic, provincial and federal — by the 

systematic use of every office under federal control in a spoils system 

for party purposes.'* Perhaps instinctively, he grasped the irreducible 

conditions of Canadian unity. British institutions and a shared alle- 

giance to the British Crown formed the only ideological glue between 

the regions and peoples that made up the federation. The mercantile 

and financial nexus at Montreal was the natural (indeed only) focus 

of a ‘northern economy’. The transcontinental hinterland, and a rail- 

way to serve it, offered the only escape from the economic failure and 

encirclement that threatened Eastern Canada. Macdonald’s ‘national 

policy’ had fused these into a rough and ready programme and a loyal 

political following. Together, they were robust enough to overcome the 

challenge of ‘reciprocity’ in 1891 — the call for commercial union with 

the United States championed by the Liberal opposition. ‘The old flag, 

the old policy and the old leader’ (Macdonald’s slogan in 1891) fended 

off the critics of the ‘northern economy’, despite deepening depression 

and the lack of any sign that the west would relieve it. But, by the 

mid-18g9o0s, the political system that had been built round Macdonald’s 

personal ascendancy was on the brink of collapse. The provinces were 

in revolt and determined to win back from the centre some of the rights 

and revenues conceded in 1867. More ominously still, the coalition that 

Macdonald had forged between Montreal business, the protestant and 

loyalist tradition in Ontario and the clerical conservatives (the Bleus) 

in Quebec — the electoral basis of Conservative predominance since the 

1870s — began to break up. The growth of mass politics in Quebec 

weakened the elite on whom Macdonald had relied.'3 The vitriolic dis- 

agreement between Ontario and Quebec politicians over the execution 

of Louis Riel (convicted of murder after the second northwest rebellion 
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in 1885) and over separate schools for Manitoba Catholics'4 widened 
the breach and exposed Macdonald’s successors to criticism from all 
sides. When the Conservatives were swept away by a new system- 
builder, the Liberal Wilfrid Laurier, the result was not only a new party 
regime. To many Canadians, a new definition of the Canadian state 
and its bond with Britain now seemed necessary. 

The challenge had already been posed by the radical historian 

Goldwin Smith, sometime professor in Oxford, now the resident sage 

in Toronto. In his widely read Canada and the Canadian Question 

(x891), Smith denounced the dominion as the artificial product of tar- 

iffs, (subsidised) railways and political corruption. The ‘primary forces’ 

in Canadian life, he insisted, were pulling it towards a continental 

future as part of the United States — a future Smith welcomed as the 

fulfilment of Anglo-Saxon race unity. Towards French Canada and its 

claims, he displayed, by contrast, a mixture of contempt and dislike. 

French Canadians were irredeemably backward. But English Canada 

alone was too weak to swamp, swallow and digest them. Continental 

union with the United States, among other benefits, would break the 

obstacle they posed to social progress.*5 

Smith’s argument may have been extreme, but he evoked many 

of the prejudices of Protestant, Liberal Ontario against the Macdonald 

state and Quebec. His book drew a carefully argued riposte from O. A. 

Howland, a Toronto lawyer from one of the city’s leading families.*° 

The ‘natives of this country’ said Howland, would not accept the 

extinction of their ‘separate nationality’. The St Lawrence river sys- 

tem gave Canada the means for a separate statehood, but within the 

Empire — ‘a term which should be transferred from the island of Great 

Britain to the whole of our modern union of constitutionally governed 

English nations’.'7 ‘The free men of the Empire’, he went on, claimed 

‘equal Imperial citizenship, whether our homes are in Great Britain, 

or Canada or Australia.’'® As part of the Empire, Howland insisted, 

Canada would enjoy greater freedom and security than the United States 

could offer. It would keep its own constitution and escape the crushing 

embrace of Chicago and New York. And, within fifty years, the Empire 

would ‘comprise not less than three mighty states... more than equal 

in population and resources to the United States [in 1860]... What 

Armageddon of history would threaten the integrity of that vast 

alliance?’'? 

In Howland’s tract, we can see the emerging themes of Britannic 

nationalism in its Canadian version. As elsewhere in the settler colonies, 
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this was a complex political emotion. Its appeal ranged far beyond the 

small minority who looked forward to an imperial federation or called 

themselves ‘imperialists’. In Canada, it was a cross-party sentiment 

that was strongest between 1890 and 1920, but continued to shape the 

English-Canadian outlook until c.1960. It was an echo of Macdonald’s 

old war cry: ‘A British subject I was born, a British subject I will die.’*° 

It affirmed that Canada was a ‘British’ country in allegiance, institu- 

tions and values. But it was not to be mistaken for the Macdonaldite 

Toryism which Britannic nationalism rejected as a shabby, inadequate 

compromise bringing internal disunity and external impotence. Indeed, 

just because it was based on the endless ‘squaring’ of rapacious interests, 

chief among them the clerical conservatives of Quebec, Macdonald’s 

‘system’ — so its critics maintained — would bar, not open, the way to a 

Britannic future. 

In the early 1890s, a variety of political fears coalesced into 

the informal programme at whose heart lay the ‘Britannicising’ of 

Canada. The election of 1891 and the wide appeal of commercial inte- 

gration with the United States showed that Smith’s attack on the idea 

of Canada could not be taken lightly. If Canada was to survive as a 

‘separate nationality’, patriotic sentiment would have to be founded on 

something more durable than Macdonald’s fixes, fudges and fiddles. 

Politics must be cleaned up and modernised. Political leadership should 

be based on a covenant with the people and be seen to respond to their 

needs. This was the Gladstonian model whose influence in and beyond 

the English-speaking world has been insufficiently recognised.*' Its real- 

isation was made all the more urgent by recognition that urbanisation, 

industrialisation and (after 1900) the flood of immigration had cre- 

ated new social problems and demanded new moral and social action, 

including factory laws, education and temperance. A populist gospel of 

social duty, moral uplift and physical improvement laid stress, as else- 

where across the ‘British’ world, upon ethnic solidarity: ‘Britishness’ 

was to be the building block of a more efficient, better-disciplined as 

well as more mobile society. 

To the champions of reform, it seemed obvious that a new- 

style dominion must be built up as a protestant, secular state, guided 

by a progressive liberalism and governed (through its parliamentary 

institutions) by an enlightened public opinion. Equally, that, while 

Canada’s ‘separate nationality’ could only be guaranteed as a ‘British’ 

nation, national dignity and self-esteem demanded an equality of 
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status with Britain in what Howland had provocatively called a ‘fed- 
eral Republic... united under a hereditary president’.2* But equality 
of status meant not indifference to the wider concerns of Empire, but 
much fuller participation in them. Only in that way could Canadians 
guard their national interests against the danger of Anglo-American 

agreement at their expense. ‘Britannic nationalism’ in short meant nei- 

ther subservience to Britain nor a repudiation of Canadian nationhood. 

It was a programme to achieve a Canadian nation by drawing more 

deeply (if selectively) on recent British political practice, and by assert- 

ing Canada’s claims (as Britannic nation not colonial dependency) on 

the imperial centre in London. 

Much of the bitterness in Canadian politics after 1890 sprang 

from the fear that the pursuit of Britannic nationhood for Canada 

would be frustrated by French Canadian opposition. Until the 1890s, 

the willingness of English Canadians to ‘tolerate’ the ‘peculiar insti- 

tutions’ of French Canada -— especially the entrenched power of the 

Catholic church — rested on the assumption that Quebec was (largely) 

an inward-looking ‘reserve’ whose population (a minority in the domin- 

ion) would not obstruct the ‘progress’ of the British majority. That was 

the English-Canadian version of the ‘compact’ of 1867. The Riel affair, 

the fillip it gave to French Canadian feeling, and the emergence of 

the ‘parti national’ under Honore Mercier first belied this hope. The 

Jesuit Estates Act (1886) that Macdonald refused to veto seemed to 

show that in Quebec the clerical influence so hateful to Ontario Lib- 

erals and protestants was growing more assertive. It led to the viru- 

lently protestant Equal Rights Association in Ontario.*} Then, in the 

1890s, as settlers moved into Manitoba from Ontario, a furious row 

broke out over the right of the province’s Catholic, French-speaking 

minority to maintain separate schools against the will of the provin- 

cial government. In Ontario especially, the dithering of the Macdonald 

government was ample proof that it was willing to sacrifice the vital 

ingredients of nationhood — secular education and popular democracy — 

to the corrupt dictates of its coalition with the Quebec Bleus. Indeed, 

the ‘schools question’ seemed the crux of Canada’s future. Settlement of 

Western Canada, long delayed by depression, was expected to break the 

deadlock between English and French Canada. Vast, new, and English- 

speaking, provinces in the West would form, politically, a ‘Greater 

Ontario’. But not if their politics were fractured and corrupted by the 

entrenchment of clerical and French-Canadian influence. 
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Indeed, Ontario was the heartland of Britannic nationalism 

which was rooted in the province’s Liberal and protestant ethos. It 

was the creed of the Orange Order, the most powerful association 

in the province.?4 In Ontario, the shift from agrarian society towards 

urbanisation and industrialisation had gone furthest and fastest, and 

the need for new kinds of political solidarity was felt most deeply. 

Ontario politicians and publicists like Clifford Sifton (soon to be Lau- 

rier’s main Liberal henchman in English Canada), Newton Rowell and 

John Willison, editor of the great Liberal organ, the Toronto Globe,’5 

were adamant that British values must prevail in Ontario, and Ontario 

values in Canada. ‘Upon the English and Protestant people’, declared 

Sifton in 1895, ‘most largely rests the duty of developing that province 

[Manitoba] in a manner consonant with British institutions — to take 

all this heterogeneous mass and make [it] into one.’*® And nowhere did 

the Britannic programme strike a louder chord than in Toronto, the 

provincial capital. Toronto aspired to be the true capital of a modern, 

progressive (and therefore British) Canada.*7 By the 1890s, industry 

and the mining boom in Northern Ontario were boosting its wealth 

and self-confidence. It was no coincidence that its social elite combined 

an intense civic consciousness with political views resembling those 

in Howland’s manifesto. The new class of bankers (like G. A. Cox 

and Byron Walker), financiers like Pellatt?® and general merchants like 

Flavelle?? were eager to give Toronto the institutions of a dynamic, 

cohesive urban community. A university, to be a national university 

for Canada,3° a modern hospital, a museum and an art gallery were 

key elements in the grand design. So. too were a new railway to the 

West to rival Montreal’s Canadian Pacific;3’ the westward expansion 

of Walker’s Canadian Bank of Commerce — by r9r5 nearly half the 

bank’s branches were west of the Great Lakes;3* and the takeover of 

Manitoba by Ontario men. When Lord Milner was invited to Canada to 

preach the doctrine of closer imperial union, his old friend Glazebrook, 

now a Toronto banker, pressed the claims of the city in revealing terms: 

The vital and most important part of Canada is the 

West... [I]t is there... that the new type of Canadian is 

being developed. Toronto is really... the eastern extremity 

of the North-West; the new enterprises of the West are 

being financed in Toronto, and the type of man in the West 

shades off as you go East into the Ontario type.33 
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The outbreak of the South African War in October 1899 was 
the occasion for an outburst of this Britannic sentiment. Laurier’s Lib- 
eral government, resting on electoral support in both Ontario and 

Quebec, tried to steer a middle course. It expressed sympathy with 

the Uitlander grievances in Johannesburg. But Laurier was also deter- 

mined to avoid direct involvement in the war and not to send a military 

contingent.34 This stance infuriated much Ontario opinion. Laurier’s 

Liberal allies in the province begged him to take the lead. ‘We must 

not let this patriotic feeling be headed by the Tories’, one warned 

him. ‘You must head it and guide it yourself.’35 Under intense pres- 

sure from Ontario Liberals, Laurier caved in — to the outrage of his 

most ardent supporters in Quebec. Was Canada returning to ‘l’état 

primitif du colonie de la Couronne’, demanded his erstwhile protégé, 

Henri Bourassa.3° ‘The English Canadians have two countries’, com- 

plained the Montreal paper La Presse, ‘one here and one across the 

sea.’37 But the weight of opinion bore down inexorably on Laurier. 

‘You will not, you cannot deny’, a fellow Quebecois told Bourassa, 

that the will of an overwhelming majority of the Canadian 

people expressed through its press, the mouthpiece of a free 

people... not only justified but practically compelled the 

action of the Executive... Canada cannot be indifferent to 

anything which may affect the honour and prestige of the 

British flag.3® 

The choice for French Canada, Laurier himself told Bourassa, was 

whether to march at the head of the Confederation or to retreat 

into isolation.3? French Canadians had to choose between English and 

American imperialism. The contingent was sent.*° 

For Laurier’s ‘system’ and for the leadership of both main par- 

ties, Liberal and Conservative, in French Canada, the rise of Britannic 

sentiment was a dangerous challenge. As prosperity and immigration 

increased from 1896, the simultaneous rise of the West and of ‘indus- 

trial Canada’ threatened to dominate Quebec and unravel the com- 

promise of 1867.4" Laurier had always parried the claim that Canada 

was a ‘British’ country, preferring to argue that while Canada ‘must be 

British’ that meant ‘British in allegiance and Canadian in sentiment’.4* 

Laurier’s popularity in Ontario rested partly on his reputation as an 

anti-clerical in Quebec, partly on his regard for ‘provincial rights’ and 
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partly on the belief that he was best qualified to reconcile French Cana- 

dians to a progressive ‘Britannic’ future. He was a French Canadian 

‘moderniser’ whose constant professions of imperial loyalty reassured 

Britannic sentiment in English Canada. That and the same laborious 

attention to federal patronage that had kept Macdonald in power for 

so long were enough to win a Liberal majority in the elections of 1900, 

1904 and 1908. But behind these electoral successes an earthquake was 

under way in Ontario. There, much Liberal opinion had been incensed 

by Laurier’s apparent willingness to entrench separate catholic schools 

in the two new prairie provinces set up in 1905.43 Then, in 1910, the 

navy question and reciprocity blew apart the alliance of Quebec and 

Ontario Liberalism, and signalled the partial and uneasy triumph of 

‘Britannic’ politics in Canada. 

Since 1902, Laurier had tenaciously opposed the call by the 

Australian and New Zealand governments for closer participation in 

the making of British defence and foreign policy — fearing that any 

deeper imperial commitment would revive the damaging controversy 

with Bourassa in 1899. But, in 1909, with the rising alarm over 

German naval rivalry, Laurier found that more was required than pro- 

fessions of imperial loyalty. As the ‘naval scare’ spread like a virus along 

the telegraph lines and through the news agencies, the newspapers of 

English Canada took up the call for a Canadian contribution to imperial 

defence.44 Canada should give two dreadnoughts to the Royal Navy, 

declared the Manitoba Free Press, the voice of prairie Liberalism.45 

Laurier’s Conservative opponents took up the cry, urging immediate 

help in Britain’s naval ‘emergency’. Laurier’s response was canny. His 

naval service bill in January 1910 proposed a small Canadian navy, 

under Canadian control. As Laurier conceded, Canada’s constitutional 

status meant that, if Britain was at war, Canada would follow automat- 

ically. But the extent of Canada’s contribution would be for ministers 

in Ottawa to decide. 

Laurier’s formula was shrewdly calculated to appease Britannic 

sentiment among Liberal supporters. He also knew that Conservative 

demands for direct subvention to the Royal Navy would divide their 

supporters, especially in Quebec. Instead, by conceding his ‘tin pot 

navy’, Laurier intended to consolidate his unwieldy coalition across 

Quebec, Ontario and the West. It was a drastic miscalculation. In 

Quebec, the navy bill became the hated emblem of English-Canadian 

hegemony in Canada and of the growing dominance of ‘English’ 
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capitalism in the province where urbanisation and industrialism threat- 

ened to deracinate the Canadiens crowding into the anglicised cities.*° 

To Bourassa, whose nationalism was rooted in religious and social 

conservatism, and to the Quebec Conservatives with their clerical con- 

nections, the enemy became ‘imperialism’; the collaborator Laurier; the 

stake the survival (‘survivance’) of French Canada as a distinct, Catholic 

society.47 

On its own, the navy question might have weakened Laurier 

but not unseated him. His second miscalculation was more dangerous. 

Historically, the Liberals were the party of free trade, who had opposed 

the protectionism of Macdonald’s ‘national policy’. After the defeat of 

reciprocity in 1891, Laurier had given up the idea of regional free trade 

with the United States, adopting instead a tariff preference towards 

Britain in 1897 — a shrewd sop to freer trade and Britannic feeling. But 

there were powerful economic interests that still hankered after free 

entry into the American market for Canada’s staple products. Above all, 

there was the West. By 1910, the three prairie provinces were growing at 

phenomenal speed as immigrants and capital flooded in to develop the 

wheat economy.*® Here was a ‘new’ Canada whose support would be 

decisive in the political struggle hitherto confined to the three sections 

of eastern Canada. The grievances of the prairie West against high 

land prices, high transport costs and grain prices lower than those just 

across the American border+? became focused in 1910 in a campaign 

against the tariff — as Laurier learnt at first hand during a prolonged 

tour of the region. When the American government offered mutual 

free entry in natural products, Laurier jumped at the chance to win 

over the West and the farming interests in Eastern Canada eager to 

sell to or export through the United States. It might offset the Western 

dislike of his naval programme.°° Being confined to natural products, 

reciprocity posed, apparently, no threat to the industrial interests in 

Eastern Canada sheltered by the national policy tariff. And, in an era 

of ‘good feelings’ between Britain and the United States, the danger 

of an imperialist backlash seemed slight. Opposition to reciprocity he 

dismissed contemptuously as ‘froth’.>" 
Instead, the result was indifference in Quebec where the naval 

question was all5* but an explosion of rage in Ontario. The sig- 

nal was given by Clifford Sifton, Laurier’s sometime lieutenant in 

English Canada, and the proprietor of the Manitoba Free Press. Sifton 

denounced reciprocity as a threat to Canadian nationality.5> He was 
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quickly followed by the ‘Toronto Eighteen’, the cream of Toronto’s Lib- 

eral elite, the bankers, financiers and merchants at whose head stood 

Byron E. Walker and Zebulon Lash.54 Their defection began a full- 

scale revolt in Ontario against official Liberalism. Laurier’s opponents 

made play with the claim that the limited reciprocity on offer would 

soon be extended, under American pressure, to complete free trade. It 

was a short step to argue that ‘British connection’ was in danger and 

Canada’s own freedom at risk. ‘On the day British connection fails us’, 

roared the Montreal Star, ‘Canadian independence is lost.’55 Rejecting 

reciprocity meant ‘self-reliance and allegiance to the Empire’.5® Critics 

at the time were quick to see the campaign against reciprocity as naked 

self-interest masquerading as imperial loyalty.57 Indeed, it was true that, 

as Canada’s industrial zone, Ontario depended heavily on the ‘national 

policy’. The Toronto plutocracy was bound to fear that freeing the West 

to trade south rather than east would endanger the new rail links being 

built from Toronto to the West and (consequentially) the prospects of 

the Canadian Bank of Commerce of which Walker was president. But 

it was also no coincidence that the Liberal defectors included those 

most ardently committed to the union of Ontario and the West as the 

heartland of a British Canada: Sifton, Walker and John Willison. To 

weaken prematurely the ties binding the prairies to Eastern Canada 

would shatter this dream. Reciprocity had been rejected in 1891 at a 

time when the West was unoccupied, Willison told a Toronto audience. 

Now it was filling up with Americans and a multitude of foreigners (i.e. 

non-British immigrants). ‘Even the very optimistic will admit that the 

national problem is very different from that which we faced even ten 

years ago... [I]t is a mighty problem to fuse these [new people] into 

a common citizenship.’5* When reciprocity was defeated, Sifton told 

the Ottawa Citizen: ‘the national development of Canada along British 

lines will go on.’5? 

The result was a disaster for Laurier. Instead of fighting a Con- 

servative party divided over the navy, he fought it with a Liberal party 

divided over trade. In riding the tiger of Britannic sentiment on the 

navy question, he lost Quebec. By unintentionally confronting it over 

reciprocity, he lost Ontario. His place as premier was taken by Robert 

Borden and his careful policy by an eager commitment to help with 

Britain’s naval ‘emergency’ and claim a voice in London’s defence and 

foreign policy. To Laurier, it was obvious that he had been defeated by 

the insurgent force of Britannic sentiment. He told the South African 

premier, Louis Botha, that the defection in Quebec had been large 
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‘though not abnormal’. But, in Ontario, ‘it was not a defeat, but a 
landslide. In the latter Province the jingo spirit was the cause.’ He went 
on: “You are quite right in supposing that there will be a revival of 
the Jingo element.’° Botha had sympathised, as well he might: ‘I very 

much fear that the result will be a revival of the jingo spirit in all parts 
of the British Empire.’® 

Between 1890 and 1914, the most forceful and articulate cham- 

pions of Canadian nationhood were those who insisted that Canada’s 

future lay as a British or ‘Britannic’ country. Only as a British country, 

they argued, could Canada forge a cohesive identity at home — around 

a common language, institutions and history. Only as a senior partner 

in the Britannic association (i.e. Empire) could Canada transcend its 

colonial status and begin to take responsibility for the defence of its 

national interests. This Britannic nationalism was less than the full- 

blown imperialism of those who favoured imperial federation;®* but 

much more than support for ‘British connection’. ‘British connection’ 

was politically anodyne. In French Canada, loyalty to the monarch and 

to British institutions as the guarantee of liberty was proverbial. Even 

Henri Bourassa, the scourge of British imperialism, proclaimed his loy- 

alty to ‘British connection’. But, to the Britannic nationalists, if it meant 

no more than the sectional compromises invented by Macdonald and 

refined by Laurier, then it was a feeble substitute for a real nation-state. 

Their priority was uniting the three great English-speaking sections: 

‘backward’ French Canada could stumble on behind, perhaps, in due 

course, to be annexed in spirit. It would, perhaps, be wrong to exag- 

gerate the extent to which Canadian opinion was preoccupied with 

nation-building and the imperial tie, especially in an age of such rapid 

economic change. But the linked crisis over the navy question and reci- 

procity showed that Britannic nationalism was the strongest political 

sentiment in Canada. It was fanned by economic buoyancy and the 

sense of a tightening commercial, strategic and demographic bond with 

Britain. In 1911, with the Borden premiership, it seemed to hold the 

initiative. Its finest hour, and its greatest trial, were yet to come. 

‘Britannic’ Australia 

The Australian communities, wrote Edward Shann in 1930, 

festooned along a coastline of ten thousand miles are 

nowadays strangely uniform in social structure. In each 
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port... you will find a group of importers’ warehouses, 

some big wool-stores, a railway terminus, a wharf-lumpers’ 

union and a number of public houses tied to breweries. If 

there is a capital-city in the near-background, it is inhabited 

largely by a civil service connected with Crown lands, 

public works and education. Its environs will boast some 

industries engaged on the simpler manufactures or on the 

repair and maintenance of the mechanism of land transport. 

Ships, if they can, seek cheaper repair elsewhere... Over 

the range is the scene of the peculiarly Australian work 

done by a scattered population of miners, farmers and 

station-hands, who turn out staple raw-products on a 

rough, grand scale with labour-saving machinery... 

Brooding over the coastal capital and 

browbeating ... the mercantile and professional 

classes... stand the federated trade unions. Their Trades 

Hall is the scene of a fluctuating contest between the 

capable leaders of three groups: (i) the shearers, miners and 

timber-workers of the bush, (ii) the town artisans, and (iti) 

the transport workers and public works employees. These 

contend for mastery... through the primaries or ‘selection- 

ballots’ that name the labour candidates for the local or 

national parliament... The farmers, with some aid from 

pastoralists and the middle class, are learning political 

organization from the workers, but are still clumsy and 

inarticulate. This social structure varies little with the minor 

staples that differences in local climate may add to the 

dominant wool and wheat. The Australian communities 

have set in these forms with a surprising uniformity. In the 

politics of each the drive comes mainly from a hard-eyed, 

hard-headed, hard-mouthed working democracy.®3 

Shann was describing (in prose reminiscent of Joseph Conrad) 

a society that had crystallised in the 1890s when Australia entered her 

imperial age. In the 1850s, the Australian colonies had been trans- 

formed economically by the gold rush, politically by self-government 

and socially by the end of convict transportation (the exception to 

all three was Western Australia). In the thirty years after 1860, they 

had expanded (at 5 per cent a year) in an atmosphere of boom.*4 The 
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population rose from one to three million, some 40 per cent of the 
increase by immigration. The number of sheep rocketed from 40 mil- 
lion in 1870 to 106 million twenty years later.65 Wheat farming sprang 

up in South Australia. Pastoralism and mining developed in the vast 

spaces of Queensland.°° Huge deposits of silver, lead and zinc were 

found at Broken Hill in New South Wales.®7 An infant manufactur- 

ing economy emerged behind Victoria’s tariffs, and Melbourne (as the 

local metropolis of gold) became the financial capital of the Australian 

colonies.°* British investment rushed in. Railway mileage tripled in the 

decade after 1870 to 4,000 miles and reached 10,000 miles in 1892.%? 

With the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, and the arrival of the 

submarine cable in 1872, Australia’s long isolation seemed less for- 

bidding. But Europe was still thirty days’ steaming away,7° and up 

to the 1890s most Australian trade was carried slowly but cheaply in 

sailing ships.7? 

In fact, between 1860 and 1890, distance and democracy had 

combined to fashion a highly distinctive pattern of Australian develop- 

ment. Rapid commercial expansion might have been expected to favour 

the local concentration of wealth and power. But Australia’s remote- 

ness from Europe and its huge internal distances worked in the opposite 

direction. Trade and capital were not funnelled through a single gate- 

way as happened in Canada but entered by a string of ports each with 

its own agricultural, pastoral and mineral hinterland and its own sys- 

tem of roads and railways. The high cost of transit from Europe cut 

immigration to a relative trickle (compared with the North American 

flood)7* and the high risk of railway construction in Australia’s empty 

interior deterred the private capital that came forward in the Americas. 

As a result, the political economy of development fell largely under 

state control. The colonial governments alone had the revenue (from 

land sales) to meet its demands and bear its risks. Half of Australian 

borrowing abroad (that is, on London) was by public authorities rather 

than private enterprise.73 That might have meant less had colonial min- 

istries been the servants of a mercantile elite. But, since the 1850s, all 

the eastern colonies save Tasmania had had manhood suffrage. There 

was little enthusiasm in these colonial democracies for the subsidy of 

new migrants whose arrival would drive down wages. Separate colonial 

electorates created a vested interest in separate colonial development, 

so that Australia’s economy like its railways remained fragmented. The 

political influence concentrated in each colonial capital helped to ensure 
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that public spending flowed disproportionately to boost its rail connec- 

tions and port facilities, tightening its grip on a ‘private’ hinterland 

behind and discouraging inter-regional connections.74 Colonial poli- 

tics revolved, predictably, not around issues of class, status or religion, 

but around more homely quarrels over ‘log-rolling’ — using political 

influence to roll public money towards particular persons, interests or 

localities. Factions not parties dominated the colonial parliaments — a 

pattern only partly mitigated by disputes between the ‘squatter’ inter- 

est with its vast sheep runs and aristocratic pretensions and those who 

favoured close settlement and small farms.75 

Australian experience between 1860 and 1890 seemed to show 

that colonial autonomy could be successfully practised despite polit- 

ical fragmentation, heavy dependence on a narrow range of staple 

exports and a small population recruited almost exclusively from British 

migrants. Australia remained a geographical expression, although a 

sense of common origins, cultural and occupational similarities and 

a high degree of labour mobility between colonies encouraged liter- 

ary depiction of a distinctive Australian ‘type’ or identity common 

to all. Australian unity remained a vague aspiration. Inter-colonial 

cooperation was chiefly visible in the common antipathy to Chinese 

immigration — the occasion of joint inter-colonial declarations in 1881 

and 1887 — and in a gradually rising alarm at the arrival of German 

colonialism in the South Pacific in the same decade. 

The 1890s brought a dramatic change. The rapid growth of 

previous decades was violently checked. Having borrowed easily from 

London in the 1880s when City lenders were awash with money, Aus- 

tralian governments, banks and businesses found their credit running 

dry. Borrowing had outstripped (for the moment) the capacity to gen- 

erate new income to service the debt. The Barings crisis in Argentina, 

where export growth had failed to match the rising cost of foreign loans, 

helped shatter confidence in Australia’s prospects.7° British investors 

turned away. Australian banks watched their London deposits dwin- 

dle, enforcing a drastic monetary contraction in the colonies. Banks 

and businesses failed. Unemployment soared, throwing (the figures are 

imprecise) perhaps one-third of skilled workers into the street.77 With 

no system of welfare as a safeguard, the ‘workingman’s paradise’ in 

Australia had become a gloomy dystopia of depression. 

Partly for this reason, the 1890s were the critical phase in the 

making of Australian political consciousness. A tradition of labour 
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militancy, laced with imported socialism and republicanism, had grown 
up in the booming eighties, most vigorously on Queensland’s raw fron- 
tier of mining and pastoralism.7* Boom conditions sharpened the con- 
trast between those with access to imported capital and the means to 
corner the supply of natural resources and those who depended on 

their labour.7? With the fierce contraction of trade, labour discontent 

turned to bitterness and desperation. Wage cuts and lay-offs provoked 

large-scale strikes among shearers, seamen and miners across much of 

Eastern Australia in the early 1890s.°° But direct action made little 

headway against hostile governments and employers who could draw 

on the great pool of unemployed. The real legacy of the depression 

was the emergence of labor parties to speak for organised labour in 

the colonial parliaments. In New South Wales, Labor won 35 seats 

out of 141 at the election of 1891.8! Elsewhere, the rise of labour as 

a political force produced a series of concessions to populist demands: 

reducing the parliamentary term to three years (in Queensland and 

Western Australia); abolishing the property qualification for members 

(Western Australia and Tasmania); manhood suffrage where it had not 

already been conceded; new factory legislation; new taxes on land and 

income; the extension of wage boards and arbitration courts to set 

pay and resolve disputes.* Under the blast of economic hardship, the 

instinct of Australian communities was to protect, as far as they could, 

the living standards of more prosperous times and the egalitarian ethos 

inherited from the 1850s. 

This defensive mood was aggravated by deepening racial anxi- 

ety. The fear of cheap ‘Asiatic’ labour willing to work for low wages was 

common to white settler societies all round the Pacific and even beyond. 

Economic rivalry, cultural difference and settler democracy were a 

lethal combination. The resentment of white workers was inflamed by 

the suspicion that Chinese immigrants, indifferent to Christian ethics, 

would be a source of moral, social and political corruption; worse still, 

that they would be pliant tools of big employers. Social cohesion and 

the enforcement of respectability, fragile growths in migrant societies, 

seemed to demand the ruthless suppression of visible distinction and a 

rigid adherence to ‘common’ ideals — a tendency that Tocqueville had 

noticed in the United States in the 1830s. The racism of white labour 

was fiercest in Queensland where a tropical climate, a plantation sys- 

tem and the arrival of Polynesian as well as Chinese labour threat- 

ened to split the colony between a ‘white’ south and a ‘black’ north.®? 
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Depression exacerbated this race antagonism. Australia’s Chinese pop- 

ulation was tiny: perhaps 2 per cent of the adult male population in 

1891.84 Chinese labour was largely excluded from agriculture, pastoral- 

ism and mining. But, in a number of trades, it made up 20 per cent or 

more of the workforce.°5 As unemployment rose, these Chinese made 

an easy scapegoat for economic failure. The rights of labour mutated 

swiftly into the racial privilege of white workers and the demand that, 

at whatever cost, Australia should be reserved for the white man. 

In fact, Chinese entry had been closely restricted since the 

1880s. But, in the 1890s, depression-induced nightmares of a vast 

reserve army of Asian labour poised to rush the Australian barricade 

fused with the geopolitical unease set off by the French and German 

colonial presence in the South Pacific. This intrusion was resented in 

part as frustrating the ambitions of Australian ‘sub-imperialists’.°* But 

its underlying threat was much more serious. If the South Pacific became 

the scene of colonial and naval rivalry (or the horse-trading of impe- 

rial powers), the Australian colonies, so precariously dependent on 

sea transport for their local communications and long-distance trade, 

would be dangerously exposed to disruption if not invasion. Their cap- 

ital cities, into which one-third of the population was now crowded, 

had no defence against naval attack.*7 In the mid-189os, as great power 

competition in China accelerated, a new factor catalysed Australian 

anxiety. Japan’s victory over China in 1895, its annexation of Taiwan, 

and the rise of Japanese migration in the Pacific region signalled the 

emergence of an Asian great power and brought home the true extent 

of Australian vulnerability in the new fluid era of world politics. 

Depression and its populist aftermath, racial panic and strate- 

gic alarm, thus formed the context in which the great project for an 

Australian federation was carried through in the 1890s. Together, they 

exerted a crucial influence on the ‘founding fathers’ and their design. 

The originator of the federal project was Sir Henry Parkes, the grand 

old man of New South Wales politics. Parkes was a long-standing advo- 

cate of federation. He regarded the non-executive ‘federal council’ set 

up in 1881 to encourage inter-colonial co-operation as a dead-end. In 

1889, he invited the premiers of Victoria, Queensland, Tasmania and 

South Australia and New Zealand to a convention to plan a federal 

parliament of two houses and a federal executive.** Parkes evoked an 
Australia of ‘one people, one destiny’. He was eager for federation to 

promote Australian defence, control the entry of ‘aliens’, harmonise the 
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railways and create a local Australian court of appeal. But his vision 
of Australian nationhood was heavily tinged with ‘Britannic nation- 
alism’. For Parkes, Australian unity derived ‘from the crimson thread 
of kinship [that] runs through us all’.°° Under federation, he urged, 
‘we should have an outline of empire such as we could never hope for 

as isolated colonies; and our place would be admitted in the rank of 

nations, under the noble and glorious flag of the mother land.’9° For 

Parkes, Australia’s nationhood would rest on an affirmation of British 

origins and undergird her destiny as the dominant local power in the 

South Pacific. 

Parkes’ ideas chimed with the widespread sense that the Aus- 

tralian colonies were too small (in population) and weak for an age of 

agglomeration.?’ Arguments of this sort had been behind the enthusi- 

asm for imperial federation shown by politicians like Alfred Deakin and 

Edmund Barton in the 1880s.9* By the 1890s, imperial federation no 

longer seemed feasible. Even Australian federation seemed a Sisyphean 

task. The first attempt to promote its acceptance among the colonial 

parliaments reached stalemate, partly because of the opposition of free 

traders (strong in New South Wales) who feared Victoria’s protection- 

ism would become universal, and the labour parties who feared the 

coercive power of a federal government in the pocket of wealth. But, 

with signs of wider public support (at the Corowa convention), political 

momentum revived. After a meeting of the colonial premiers in 1895, 

opposition fears were allayed by the promise of an elected convention 

to draw up the federal constitution. The constitution itself made large 

concessions to the provincialism of the colonies. The Canadian model 

for a strong central government was rejected.?3 The separate colonies 

(now to be ‘states’) retained wide powers over their economic devel- 

opment, immigration and taxation: the centre was largely confined to 

defence and external relations (both under imperial supervision), com- 

merce (trade, tariffs and currency) and the control of aliens. In what 

may have been a concession to radical sentiment, the new federation 

was christened the ‘Commonwealth’ of Australia. 

Looking back from an era when the old imperial links between 

Australia and Britain have withered away almost completely, some 

historians have been tempted to see in federation the imagining of a 

distinctively Australian nation that had shrugged off its colonial status. 

Only sentimental attachment to the mother-country, and a desire not 

to hurt her feelings, suggests one, prevented the move to whole-hog 
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republican independence.°4 But this is a misreading of the intentions 

of the ‘founding fathers’ and also of the special quality of Australian 

nationalism. The makers of federation had no desire to ‘cut the painter’ 

and few illusions about the danger of doing so. Deakin and Barton 

had been enthusiasts for closer imperial ties, not separation. Kingston 

had denounced the idea that any British-born person should not have 

full rights in the new federation.?5 John Forrest of Western Australia 

was to die at sea in 1918 on his way to take his seat in the House 

of Lords. Sir Samuel Griffiths praised the federal scheme as ‘designed 

by Her Majesty’s loyal subjects to serve as a further and lasting bond 

of union between the Australian colonies and the Mother country’.?° 

The federalists had also been keen to include New Zealand in the new 

‘nation’. Their preoccupation with defence and Asian immigration rein- 

forces the impression that they were less concerned to assert a new Aus- 

tralian identity in the world at large than to exert a stronger Australian 

influence on the imperial centre in London, where sovereign power on 

immigration, foreign policy and defence ultimately resided. Australian 

nationalism, as reflected in the federal idea, was not so much a demand 

for independence as a recognition that closer integration in the British 

‘world-system’ was the price of growth, and perhaps of survival. 

That is not to say that Australian leaders had settled for an 

indefinite future of dependence. Far from it. If federation was envisaged 

as a new phase in the imperial relationship with Britain, it was because 

empire on the British model was compatible with an enlarged sense of 

Australian nationhood; indeed, symbiotic with it. Acceptance of feder- 

ation and allegiance to the Australian nation it created grew out of a 

convergence between two very different traditions in colonial Australia. 

‘Imperialism’ was the viewpoint of those who (apart from attachment 

to the monarchy, ‘British’ institutions, and cultural and social models 

drawn from Britain) insisted that Australia could not be a self-sufficient 

faraway country in the South Pacific.97 Its only imaginable future lay in 

a programme of social, economic and cultural enlargement. Expansion 

(of any kind) required a continuous transfusion of capital and labour 

from Britain (and thus conditions that would attract them) as well as the 

guarantee of strategic protection against rival European imperialisms 

or the ‘Asiatic’ threat. Set against imperialism was the isolationist tradi- 

tion. Isolationism was endemic in settler societies but peculiarly strong 

(among British colonies) in Australia. Convict alienation from the impe- 

rial gaoler; the tyranny of imagined distance; the digger democracy of 



¢ 

167 / The Britannic experiment 

the goldrush era; the influence of republican radicalism imported from 
‘home’; the dislike for cosmopolitan capital and the class divisions it 
encouraged: all these combined to diffuse a pervasive suspicion of impe- 
rial motives and truculent faith in a self-sufficient ‘island-continent’ 
with its promise of escape from the Old World’s conflicts.28 Amidst 
the urban despair of the 1890s, it found expression in the myth of the 

‘Bush’: an Australian nation forged in an Australian environment.?? Its 

loudest voice was the Bulletin.'°° ‘No Nigger, no Chinaman, no las- 

car, no Kanaka, no purveyor of cheap coloured labour’, it raged in a 

characteristic outburst, ‘is an Australian.’!°! 

Convergence between imperialism and isolationism was pos- 

sible in the 1890s because both sides accepted that the cohesion of 

Australian society in a period of great social stress depended upon the 

defence of a racially exclusive egalitarianism.!°* The social and labour 

reforms of the 1890s which helped reconcile Labor to federation were 

matched by the recognition that isolation could no longer ensure racial 

exclusion and a ‘white Australia’. Even the Bulletin abandoned republi- 

canism in 1896.'° Federation registered the fusion of imperialism and 

isolationism in a new ideological compound. This ‘imperial national- 

ism’ was not a reversion to colonial deference, but the optimal pathway 

up from an inadequate colonial autonomy. Empire membership left 

wide scope for achieving much of the old isolationist agenda. It permit- 

ted tariffs, state-control of economic development, and the elaborate 

apparatus of wage arbitration. It also promised greater influence over 

imperial decisions and the best hope of realising Australia’s ‘manifest 

destiny’ in the South Pacific. Australia’s ‘imperial nationalism’ asserted 

her claim on the resources and sympathy of the pan-British world, and 

her right to direct the local energies of the British world-system. It drew 

proudly on the civic and commercial self-confidence of British commu- 

nities around the world and the belief that ‘Britishness’ conferred the 

cultural attributes of civilisational progress. Far from yielding to the pri- 

macy of Downing Street, it quietly insisted that Australian Britishness 

was more vigorous, manly and forward-looking than the home-grown 

variety'®4 and (in its own large sphere) the natural standard-bearer of 

the imperial purpose. Australian nationalism was not a repudiation of 

imperialism but its confident vanguard. 

Of course, these distinctive features of Australian nationalism, 

catalysed by strategic and demographic anxiety,'°> created inevitable 

differences between the outlook of the new Commonwealth and 
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official opinion in Britain. The Australian colonies contributed over 

16,000 volunteers to the imperial cause in the South African War. But 

there was a strong dissenting tradition which suspected the part played 

by British finance and was deeply uneasy at an imperial war against 

free white men in Southern Africa.'°® After 1902, Milner’s recourse to 

‘Chinese slavery’ in the Transvaal was fiercely criticised by all shades 

of Australian opinion.'°”? There was bound to be friction between the 

ideal of a ‘White Australia’ and the needs of an empire in which white 

settlers formed only one element in a complex political and strate- 

gic equation. Thus Australian governments were keen to contribute to 

naval defence. But a sense of remoteness, and of London’s European 

priorities, sharpened the case for a local army and a local (not imperial) 

navy to guard home waters in case of need.*°* Australian governments 

hoped to shape imperial policy in the South Pacific but got scant encour- 

agement from the Colonial Office, still their channel of communication 

with the imperial government.'®? Australian prosperity revived after 

1904, seeking capital and immigrants from Britain. But protection and 

‘socialistic’ legislation went down poorly in the City.''° And Australian 

politicians were deeply suspicious of the imperial ‘embrace’: the sweet 

life of London ‘society’. To wear court dress at the coronation, said the 

Labor Prime Minister Andrew Fisher in 1910, was more than his job 

was worth.''' Yet the significance of all this should not be exaggerated. 

Before 1914, and long after, to Australian opinion of almost any hue, 

independence outside the imperial framework would have meant not 

the fulfilment of Australian nationality but its certain negation. Their 

nationalism was the fuel, just as federation was the vehicle, for finding 

Australia’s true place in the system of empire. 

‘New Britain’ in the South Pacific: New Zealand 

Among the British settlement colonies, New Zealand was the extreme 

case, and remains the most fascinating. It was the most remote from 

Britain, perched far out on the Pacific frontier of Australasia. Much of 

its terrain was harsh or poor. The value of its grasslands — its princi- 

pal wealth — depended overwhelmingly on the demand for food and 

wool on the other side of the world. But, despite this, it had grown 

with astonishing rapidity into a settled society: from a few thousand 

immigrants in the 1840s to over a million whites seventy years later.*'* 
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(Over the same period, the indigenous Maori population had fallen by 
two-thirds to less than forty thousand.) This demographic invasion had 
been accompanied by a drastic transformation of the pre-colonial envi- 
ronment into a land of European grasses, trees, flowers and animals.'%3 

No less remarkable was the apparent strength of white New Zealand’s 

attachment to imperial Britain. Remoteness was no bar. Of all the set- 

tlement colonies, New Zealand became the most committed to closer 

imperial relations, and regarded itself as the most ‘British’ of the white 

dominions. But it would be a great mistake to see this as an unthinking 

loyalism, or as the calculating ‘super-patriotism’ of a far-flung outpost. 

Nor was it a retrograde diversion from the high road to a Pacific ‘des- 

tiny apart’.''4 Quite the reverse. As we will see, the emergence of a 

distinct New Zealand nationality at the end of the nineteenth century 

was at the heart of New Zealand’s ‘imperialism’. Indeed, ‘imperialism’ 

and ‘nationalism’ were the two faces of a single identity. 

Cook had been the first European to gain an accurate knowl- 

edge of New Zealand’s coastline in 1769, circumnavigating these ‘high, 

slender, irregular islands’.‘'5 But, from then until British annexation 

in 1840, ‘Old New Zealand’!’® had been a disorderly maritime fron- 

tier where some hundreds of European and American whalers, sealers, 

traders and timbermen sojourned, settled, trafficked and intermarried 

among the Maori. Old New Zealand was part of a “Tasman world’ link- 

ing the New Zealand islands with the convicts, commerce and sheep 

farms of Eastern Australia. Where trade had ventured, missionaries 

soon followed (the first was Samuel Marsden in 1814), and in 1833 

the British government sent James Busby (dragging with him a prefab- 

ricated cottage) to keep order among the escaped convicts, boisterous 

seamen and grog sellers who congregated at the Bay of Islands, the 

great natural harbour in the north of New Zealand. Busby’s regime 

was ineffectual, and a stream of missionary complaints flowed back to 

London. Meanwhile, New Zealand had attracted a group of promoters 

who hoped to plant British emigrants on land bought (cheaply) from 

Maori and resold (less cheaply) to incoming settlers. The New Zealand 

Company (with its aristocratic directorate) countered missionary objec- 

tions by insisting that ‘systematic colonization’ would bring order to 

the chaotic relations between Maori and European in the islands, aiding 

not hindering the civilising and converting of the tribes.t'7 Unwilling, or 

unable, to block the Company, the imperial government trailed reluc- 

tantly after it. In 1840, it annexed the islands and, by the Treaty of 
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Waitangi, asserted its authority over the resident Europeans and (more 

ambiguously) the Maori chiefs.‘"® 
Annexation was the beginning of a thirty-year struggle to widen 

the original settler beachhead (at Wellington) and construct a viable 

colonial state. Distance and expense, the shortage of capital, the diffi- 

culty of acquiring more land, the antagonism between the early gover- 

nors (anxious to restrain settler expansion) and the Company (eager to 

satisfy it) and friction with the Maori chiefs dimmed its early promise. 

But, by the 1850s, the location of grasslands free of the dense New 

Zealand ‘bush’ (patois for forest) in the Wairarapa, Hawke’s Bay 

and parts of Taranaki'!? and the planting of new settlements on the 

Canterbury plains and in Otago on the South Island gradually turned 

New Zealand into a second New South Wales built on wool. In the 

early 1860s, the discovery of gold at Gabriel’s Gully in Otago brought 

a rush of immigrants, and the white population climbed to 267,000 

by 1871. Meanwhile, London had conceded self-government in 1852, 

but withheld from the settler politicians control over relations with the 

Maori, whose land could only be bought through the agency of imperial 

officials — a rule laid down in the treaty. 

Until the 1860s, it seemed as if New Zealand might develop 

not as a full-blown settler state but as ‘one country, two systems’. In 

the South Island where there were few Maori and around the fringes 

of the North Island, were a series of settler enclaves, largely confined 

to the grasslands and the flat coastal plains and linked together not by 

roads but by sea. Across much of the North Island stretched a Maori 

‘protectorate’, where Maori hapu and the ‘pakeha-Maori’ who lived 

among them farmed and traded largely free from outside control.'*° 

But it was an uneasy equilibrium. Maori chiefs sold land. More settlers 

moved in. The pressure to keep up a brisk market in land sales — the 

settlers’ fastest route to a speculative fortune — was intense. By the 

late 1850s, Maori unease was turning towards resistance. On the edge 

of the settler enclave in Taranaki, the ‘King’ movement sprang up to 

unite Maori behind a common leader and the refusal to part with 

more land.'*' Far away in London, the Colonial Office was baffled 

and irritated by the growing racial friction and accepted its governor’s 

advice that more settler responsibility for dealing with the Maori would 

curb their aggression.'** The result was confusion as settler leaders 

in the North Island pressed forward, demanding imperial protection 

against a Maori ‘conspiracy’. A forceful new governor, George Grey, 
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with previous experience in the colony, tried to reassert his authority 
over the Maori chiefs and conciliate the settler politicians by conquering 
the Waikato region, south of Auckland. The New Zealand wars ground 
on through the 1860s as some 10,000 imperial troops and a large body 
of settler volunteers fought the ‘fire in the fern’ — with very mixed 

success and a heavy reliance on Maori allies (the so-called kupapa) 

hostile to the Kingites.'*3 By 1870, when the imperial contingent was 

eventually withdrawn, Maori still controlled much of the North Island’s 

hilly interior. Their tenacity had bought a breathing space and perhaps 

a measure of grudging toleration.'*4 But they had failed to check the 

steady expansion of the settler world around them. 

The main consequence of the wars was to marginalise the Maori 

and snuff out what was left of the fragile vision of ‘racial amalgama- 

tion’ as the basis of New Zealand society. Henceforth, New Zealand 

was to be unambiguously a settler state. But it was, as yet, a small 

and backward one. The 1870s, however, were a turning point. In a 

period of rising trade and easy money, colonial New Zealand became 

a prosperous and successful settler community, able to attract a steady 

flow of capital and migrants from the distant metropole. The agents 

of this transformation were local men, immigrants who had enough 

capital and connections to build up small fortunes in land or trade."*5 

They were the runholders whose sheep ranches spread out over the 

Canterbury plains; and the merchants who made Dunedin (for a time) 

the colony’s main port and manufacturer, and the headquarters of the 

Union Steamship Line (founded in 1875) that supplied much of New 

Zealand’s coastal and maritime connections.'** In the North Island, the 

leaders were provincial notables like Isaac Featherston, who opened up 

Wellington’s hinterland in the Wairarapa; Donald McLean and J. D. 

Ormond, who dominated Hawke’s Bay;'*7 or the Richmond-Atkinson 

clan in Taranaki.'*® These men were pocket versions of Cecil Rhodes, 

building empires but on a smaller scale. They mobilised capital and 

commercial enterprise to push forward from the coastal plains into the 

bush:!*2 building railways, recruiting settlers, laying out townships."3° 

The exception was Auckland, which grew fitfully into a small Pacific 

entrepot, exploiting its magnificent harbour, the timber trade in kauri 

pine and the short-lived gold rush in the Coromandel. From the start, 

Auckland was a merchant not a settler enclave.*3? 

But the main architect of the new settler state was Julius 

Vogel (1835-99), a colonial politician in the same mould as Sir John 
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A. Macdonald. Whether as finance minister, premier or agent-general 

in London, Vogel was the most influential figure in New Zealand’s 

affairs for much of the 1870s and 1880s.'3* The son of a Jewish small 

businessman in London, Vogel had gone to the Australian gold fields as 

a youth, but found his métier as a newspaperman not a digger. In 1861, 

he came to Otago to try his luck in its golden prosperity. By 1870, he 

was a leading South Island politician who pressed on his colleagues a 

bold plan for rapid economic development. Vogel’s scheme was simple 

but audacious. He proposed that the settler government should raise a 

large loan in London to finance a programme of railway-building and 

subsidised immigration. ‘Let the country but make the railroads and the 

railroads will make the country’, he declared."33 As the railways were 

built, and newcomers poured in, the government’s land reserves would 

be sold off at a profit, output and exports would swell, the loans would 

be paid off, and the colony would rise to a new plateau of prosperity, 

with more of the amenities of an ‘old’ country. A virtuous circle of 

growth and improvement would be set in motion. Vogel’s prospectus 

was seductive. But his real genius lay (like that of Cecil Rhodes) in 

convincing investors in Europe (including the Rothschilds) that New 

Zealand was a colonial eldorado. Vogel was a visionary who sailed 

close to the wind and a speculator on his own account who died in 

near-poverty. But his economic programme was transformative*34 and, 

by driving through the abolition of the provincial system (where control 

of public lands still inconveniently lay), he created a unitary colonial 

state in 1876. 

In fact, ‘Vogelism’ contained many of the ingredients used by 

later governments to fashion a distinctive role for New Zealand in the 

British system of empire. Vogel had insisted on the urgency of attracting 

British immigrants and capital to ward off stagnation and regression. As 

agent-general in London, he used his pen freely to advertise the colony’s 

charms. He saw that New Zealand must compete with many other calls 

on British investment and grasped (though not the first to do so) that its 

special claim must be based on assertions about its likeness to Britain. 

‘The ambition of the New Zealand settlers’, he announced in his jour- 

nalistic days, ‘has been to make in the Southern Hemisphere an exact 

counterpart of Great Britain in the Northern.’'35 With Vogelism, the 

myth of New Zealand as the replica of Britain — but without the ‘warts’ 

of industrialism — entered the political mainstream, and lodged there 

firmly for a century. Vogelism proclaimed that the main business of 
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government was development: borrowing, buying, building, recruiting 
and settling. Everything was secondary to the prime task of expansion 
and colonisation. But Vogel was not content with a purely domestic 
vision of New Zealand’s future. More vigorously than any contempo- 

rary, he pressed the colony’s claim to be ‘Queen of the Pacific’. New 

Zealand’s manifest destiny was to be the centre of a great Polynesian 

dominion'3® — a maritime version of Canada — incorporating Fiji and 

Samoa as well as many smaller islands. Vogel wanted to promote this 

scheme through a government-backed company based in Auckland, a 

pale (and abortive) shadow of Macdonald’s alliance with the Canadian 

Pacific Railway. London’s hostility to his plans strengthened Vogel’s 

belief in the need for imperial federation to amplify Wellington’s voice 

at the imperial centre, and assert New Zealand’s right to act as the local 

manager of the imperial enterprise in the Pacific. Indeed, it was Vogel’s 

intense vision of New Zealand’s special role, its unique tie with Britain, 

and its claim to a Polynesian sub-empire that turned him against entry 

into an Australian federation, mooted in the 1880s and favoured by 

some New Zealand politicians. 

Here was an embryonic view of New Zealand as a distinct 

nationality, a new British nation in the South Pacific, with its own 

empire in miniature. But, at the end of the 1880s, New Zealand entered 

an economic and social crisis. The depression and financial panic felt in 

Australia crossed the Tasman Sea. Discontent among urban workers in 

the docks, railyards and workshops of the larger towns combined with 

farmers’ grievances. By 1890, it seemed, the frontier had closed. The 

unlimited supply of land for the farmer-settlers had run dry. The key 

resource that had allowed New Zealand to avoid the social tensions of 

the Old World was exhausted. Of course, the shortage was an optical 

illusion. Thousands of acres were ‘locked up’ in the possession of the 

pastoralist ‘gentry’ who had built up great sheep runs in the palmy days 

of mid-century. In 1891, a new generation of populist politicians came 

into power calling themselves Liberals and appealing to labour. They 

were led by John Ballance (premier, 1891-3) and his charismatic succes- 

sor, ‘King’ Richard Seddon (premier, 1893-1906), a former pub-keeper 

from the South Island’s west coast, a gaunt region of gold and coal 

mines. Seddon and his lieutenants, John McKenzie and William Pem- 

ber Reeves, knew that, in a country where every (white) man had the 

vote, equal opportunity for all (white) men was the unwritten Magna 

Carta of New Zealand politics. Reeves swiftly introduced new laws 
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to regulate wage-bargaining, factories and the conditions of labour.*37 

The spectre of the workhouse — that grim symbol of social failure in 

Victorian Britain — was lifted by the coming of old age pensions. The 

state took on wide new social responsibilities, later trumpeted by Reeves 

in his State Experiments in Australia and New Zealand (1902).*3* 

Meanwhile, McKenzie pressed forward with ‘bursting up the great 

estates’: buying out the runholders (many of them eager to sell) and 

parcelling up the land for closer settlement — a programme soon rein- 

forced by the vigorous purchase of Maori land in the North Island."3? 

The enlargement of the Liberal state, and its espousal of ‘state 

socialism’, has sometimes been seen as the founding of a new politi- 

cal tradition in New Zealand, coinciding with the moment when the 

local-born at last outnumbered the incomers from Britain.'4° But, if 

this is true, it is only half the story. The real purpose of Liberal 

reform was not to build a socialist state but to protect New Zealand 

against the social warfare and class-conflict of the Old World. The 

Arcadian promise, New Zealand’s gift to Old Britain, had to be kept. 

The prospect of social mobility within a broadly equal society had to 

be preserved’? if need be by state action. None of this meant that 

Seddon and his followers wanted to turn New Zealand into an isolated 

Pacific utopia, proudly separate from a decadent motherland. When 

Reeves opposed the return to Vogelism — large-scale borrowing for rural 

development — he was packed off to literary exile as agent-general in 

London.*4* 

A new nationality was being forged in New Zealand but its 

roots did not lie in socialism or a self-conscious Pacific identity.43 The 

social crisis of the 1890s had gone deeper than material hardship. It 

evoked a widespread dissatisfaction with the rough and ready soci- 

ety of colonial New Zealand. The drive to modernise settler society 

fused with the struggle to preserve its egalitarian ethos. Both seemed 

to require a clean-out of its darker corners, a campaign for social (and 

racial) ‘hygiene’, and a new spirit of social conformity. From this grew 

a demand for temperance (women’s suffrage in 1893 was a by-product 

of the abortive crusade for prohibition), improved education, better 

policing, more protection for children, young women and mothers, as 

well as the expulsion of the alien and unwanted.'44 In ‘God’s own 

country’,'+5 there was no place for sloth or larrikinism. The ugly face 

of the new emphasis on social uplift and discipline was ‘white New 

Zealand’: the exclusion of non-white migrants like the small Chinese 
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minority who had come to the mining towns of the South Island.*46 
A new social ideal was in the making: the small independent yeoman 
farmer or ‘cow-cockie’. It was given reality by the technological rev- 
olution in New Zealand agriculture. By the mid-1890s, the technique 

of refrigeration, the spread of large freezing works and the growing 

demand for frozen meat and dairy produce in Britain was transform- 

ing the New Zealand economy. Mutton and butter matched wool as 

the premier export.'47 The area under white occupation increased by 

50 per cent between 1896 and rgrt, and the volume of production 

by 60 per cent.'4® The colonisation of New Zealand entered a second 

phase, lasting into the 1930s when settlers were still struggling to carve 

out dairy farms ‘up on the roof’ in the old Maori ‘King Country’ of 

central North Island.'4? Crucially, this new agrarian bonanza assured 

the economic success of the Liberals’ drive to make New Zealand a land 

of small farmers. It consolidated the ‘rural myth’!5° that belied the scale 

of New Zealand’s port-cities, the growth of a unionised workforce, the 

industrial basis of agricultural production and the extreme dependence 

on faraway urban consumers. 

The result was to bring a new depth and meaning to the old 

tenets of ‘Vogelism’. The familiar idea of New Zealand as an Arcadia 

recreating an idyll of rural England was energised and transformed by a 

vision of social renewal. New Zealand was not to be an archaic Britain 

but a distinct, progressive experiment in Britishness. New Zealanders 

reinvented themselves not as a colonial fragment but as a modern, 

rural British (or ‘Britannic’) nation in the South Pacific, which had 

successfully erased the economic inequalities and social divisions of the 

class-ridden motherland, partly by transplanting what was best and 

brightest from ‘Home’.'5t The future lay not in gradual separation 

from the mother-country but in more and more vigorous reciprocity 

with her: the exchange of goods, men and ideas to press ahead with the 

full colonisation of the New Zealand landscape, still half-conquered 

and half-alien.!5? This was the ideology of ‘dominionhood’, the shift 

from colonial to ‘dominion’ status consummated in 1907, and marked 

by local adoption of ‘the Dominion’ as the country’s colloquial name. 

It reflected a new confidence that New Zealand had something positive 

to add to the grand project of making a ‘British world’. It was hardly 

surprising, then, that Seddon should also have revived the imperial! and 

sub-imperial planks of Vogel’s platform and imbued them with a blunt 

no-nonsense populism. 
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Indeed, since Vogel’s time, the pace of diplomatic competition 

in the Pacific had quickened and with it the New Zealanders’ sense of 

vulnerability. The idea that New Zealand could escape involvement in 

the quarrels of the Old World — once favoured by Seddon’s old rival, the 

South Island lawyer Robert Stout's3 — now seemed fanciful in the age of 

Weltpolitik. The Anglo-German agreement on Samoa in 1899 was the 

final straw: clinching evidence of London’s blindness to destiny — and 

New Zealand’s interests.'5+ Seddon revived Vogel’s scheme for a Poly- 

nesian dominion. His well-publicised Pacific tour in 1900 was meant to 

jog London’s elbow and assert New Zealand’s claim as the real trustee 

of the British interest in the South Pacific. Seddon’s imperialism was 

the counterpart of his nationalism. It identified ‘Empire’ not with the 

territorial possessions of the imperial government but with the territo- 

rial interests of the overseas British. Sympathy for the Uitlanders in the 

Transvaal was its natural expression. Seddon had no doubts about the 

justice of the British cause in South Africa and regarded the outbreak 

of the Boer War there as a welcome sign that London could be made 

to defend its beleaguered subjects.'55 It was a tendency he was eager 

to encourage by New Zealand participation. “The flag that floats over 

us’, he told the New Zealand parliament, ‘was expected to protect our 

kindred and countrymen who are in the Transvaal.’ It was ‘our duty as 

Englishmen’ to support the Uitlanders’ struggle. ‘We are a portion of 

the dominant family of the world’, he went on, 

we are of the English-speaking race. Our kindred are 

scattered in dispersed parts of the globe, and wherever they 

are, no matter how far distant apart, there is a feeling of 

affection — that crimson tie, that bond of unity existing 

which time does not affect — and in the end will become 

indispensable.*5° 

But New Zealanders took part not at London’s command but as ‘part- 

ners’ in the Empire, ‘sharing the profits and knowing the advantages’.'57 

Seddon’s rhetoric was at once a manifesto of ‘Britannic nationalism’ 

and a claim to full membership in the management committee of the 

British world-system. His great ally, John McKenzie, was an advocate 

of imperial federation. His successor as premier, Melbourne-born Sir 

Joseph Ward (premier, 1906-12), was to urge an ‘imperial parliament 

of defence’ at the Imperial Conference in 1911 — but to no avail.!58 
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New Zealand’s commitment to empire was thus neither cynical 
nor deferential, still less an aberration from the path to nationhood. 
Its vehemence and certainty reflected the uniquely close fit between the 
geopolitics of this white colonial settlement in the South Pacific and 

the peculiar trajectory of its economic development. The influence of 

both reached their height at the moment when the localised outlook of 

mid-Victorian New Zealand began to be reshaped by the rise of its late- 

Victorian ‘Britannic’ ideology of modernity, discipline and expansion. 

Unlike Canada or Australia, there was much less of a tradition of 

isolationism to challenge the, ideal of the ‘imperial nation’.'5? There 

was no ethnic interest to appease: the Maori had no quarrel with the 

imperial connection declared the MP Honi Heke in October 1899.'® 

Instead, more completely than in any other dominion, a new sense 

of nationhood fused with a new conception of empire as the vehicle 

of local safety and national ambition. But it was an empire that was 

expected to embody not just the interests of the United Kingdom, but 

a broader ‘Britannic’ ideal. 

Building the British world 

By the end of the nineteenth century, it was no longer a pipe-dream that 

the main settlement colonies, with Canada in the van, might form the 

heart of an overseas ‘British world’, a vast zone held together not by 

rule or coercion but by common political values, and cultural attraction 

as well as (in this case) by racial solidarity. Nor that a sense of shared 

‘Britannic’ nationality, a collective insistence on a shared ‘Britishness’, 

provincial but equal (or even superior), would induce spontaneous 

identification with the fortunes of Britain, and even a willingness, in 

a real emergency, to spend blood and treasure in the common British 

cause. In the first forty years of the twentieth century, this ‘Britan- 

nic’ identity was tested and proved in the hardest of trials. Indeed, 

many contemporaries learned to take it for granted as a fact of polit- 

ical life. Dismissed, disparaged or simply ignored by the ‘nationalist’ 

historians of the ex-‘white dominions’ in the 1960s and after, its per- 

vasive, foundational importance has been rediscovered in more recent 

years.'®' For historians of the British Empire, its key contribution to 

the strength and survival of the British world-system can hardly be 

doubted. 
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There was a further dimension of the ‘Britannic experi- 

ment’ which we should not overlook. The settlement colonies, John 

Robert Seeley declared, were really ‘a vast English nation’ merely dis- 

persed by distance."®? Seeley wrote in an age when the distinction 

between ‘Britain’ and ‘England’ was usually elided, when Scotsmen (or 

‘Scotchmen’) sometimes called themselves ‘English’, and when Scotland 

itself could be referred to as ‘North Britain’. But Seeley knew perfectly 

well that the making of empire and what he called ‘Greater Britain’ 

were the handiwork of all the four nations that comprised the British 

‘Union’ — to the cohesion of which he was passionately committed.*® 

Seeley seems to have assumed — what much recent scholarship has con- 

firmed — that the opportunity, power and prestige brought by empire 

reinforced the appeal of a composite ‘British’ nationality in the Home 

Islands themselves. Welsh, Irish and Scots took pride in an empire they 

had helped to create, cherished their links with their overseas country- 

men, and identified their ‘regional’ interests - merchant, migrant and 

missionary — with the empire’s success.'®4 

In the settlement colonies, distinct Scots and Irish identities 

were emphatically visible. Scots made up a significant proportion of 

emigrants to Nova Scotia and Upper Canada (Ontario). A ring of Scots 

families supplied most of the mercantile leadership in Canada’s premier 

port-city, Montreal.t°5 The Presbyterian church, the ‘Caledonian’ soci- 

eties and a fondness for curling forged strong social bonds. In Australia, 

too, Scots Presbyterians played a prominent part in the professions and 

business. Scots made up nearly a quarter of New Zealand’s popula- 

tion by the end of the century.'® And, although the main tide of Irish 

migration had turned to the United States by the 1850s, an earlier 

stream of Protestant Irish from both North and South had decisively 

shaped Upper Canada’s political life, not least through the influence of 

the Orange Lodge in the province.'®7 Catholics were more numerous 

in the Australian colonies where one-quarter of the population was of 

Irish descent in 1900,'°* and in New Zealand where they made up 

three-quarters of the Irish total and some 13 per cent of the whole 

population. 

Even more than at home, Scots and Irish ‘colonials’ adopted a 

‘British’ allegiance even if they preserved a strong sentimental attach- 

ment to their ethnic identity. There were several reasons for this. The 

mobile conditions of colonial life discouraged the formation of closed or 

exclusive communities. The parochial disputes of faraway homelands 
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had diminishing relevance. But perhaps the most important factor of 

all was the inclusive character of colonial political life. Responsible (or 

parliamentary) government was open to all (men) without regard to 

religion. And, although the distinction between Catholic and Protes- 

tant remained an important divide, it was not wide enough to subvert 

Catholic attachment to British institutions. In three Catholic Irishmen, 

Thomas D’Arcy McGee (1825-68), an ardent champion of confeder- 

ation in Canada, (Sir) Charles Gavan Duffy (1816-1903), sometime 

premier of Victoria, and Charles Coghlan (1863-1927), first prime 

minister of Southern Rhodesia, strong nationalist feeling was combined 

with a ‘Burkean reverence’ for parliamentary government and (at least 

outwardly) deep loyalty to the Crown.'®? 



4) UN-BRITISH RULE IN ‘ANGLO-INDIA’ 

British rule in India had always been an awkward compromise between 

principle and practice. The early Victorians had declared that the pur- 

pose of the Company Raj was the political education of Indians and 

their preparation for eventual self-government. Fifty years on, progress 

towards this goal was barely perceptible. At the end of Company rule 

in 1858, the Queen’s Proclamation had reassured Indians that race dis- 

crimination would play no part in the new colonial regime. But this 

was hard to square with the status of even educated Indians in the 

politics and social life of the late-Victorian Raj. The third contradic- 

tion was even more telling. The British had founded their rule on the 

promise of social and economic improvement: what the annual reports 

of the Indian government were to call ‘moral and material progress’. 

Yet, even at the end of the century, India remained prey to devastating 

famines, terrifying epidemics and contagious diseases whose sphere was 

widening not contracting. Literacy (even in local languages) remained 

(at around ro per cent) embarrassingly low. But, while social progress 

seemed stalled, the Indian government spent more and more on the 

army, and especially on that part of it ‘borrowed’ from Britain. It 

was hardly surprising, then, that the terms of India’s association with 

the British world-system became more controversial after 1880. But 

it was India’s growing importance to the imperial system, as much as 

the grievances of its social elites, that shaped its late-Victorian and 

Edwardian politics. 
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Imperial India? 

In the later nineteenth century, the value of India as the second centre 

of British world power became more than ever an axiom of British 

thinking. This was partly because, in the aftermath of the Mutiny of 

1857, Company rule was replaced by the direct control of the London 

government, a transition glamorised a few years later by the procla- 

mation of Victoria as ‘Queen Empress of India’ or Kaisar-i-Hind. But 

mainly it reflected the rising contribution that India made to the world- 

system whose consolidation in the age of world politics after 1880 we 

have been tracing. Without India as one of its four grand components, 

the British world-system would have been without some of the most 

vital sources of its security, stability and cohesion. And part of the 
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motive and much of the means for the acquisition of so many lesser 

dependencies in Afro-Asia would have been lacking. 

India’s contribution to British world power was not left to 

chance or self-interest. It was deliberately shaped by British rule. After 

1870, the Indian economy was developed rapidly as a major producer 

of export commodities: wheat, raw cotton, jute and tea, among others.* 

It also became an ever more important market for British exports, espe- 

cially cotton textiles and iron and steel. At a time when many other 

markets were being sealed off by tariffs, India was wedged open by 

imperial fiat.* The British officials who ran the Indian government could 

levy import duties; but they could not protect Indian producers of tex- 

tiles against outside competition because London insisted that any tariff 

be matched by a local excise. In this way, India, which bought some 

25 per cent of Lancashire’s export production, took the largest share 

of Britain’s largest export up to 1914. Simultaneously, the growth of 

its own exports, mainly destined for European or American consumers, 

earned the foreign exchange that, when remitted to Britain, helped 

square Britain’s own balance of payments. For, while Britain was usu- 

ally in deficit to Europe and the United States, India was always in 

deficit to Britain. This was partly a matter of borrowed capital, much 

of it by government to build railways, and much of it at London’s 

urging — since longer lines meant wider markets. But it also grew from 

the ‘Home Charges’ that London imposed on India to pay for the British 

troops that were stationed there, as well as the pensions of British offi- 

cials and the cost of the India Office, the Whitehall department from 

which Indian affairs were supervised. 

In the later nineteenth century, then, India’s economic value to 

Britain — and to Britain’s ability to service its world-system — was great 

and growing. The expansion of the Indian economy widened British 

markets, increased the demand for British capital and helped India 

bear more easily the cost of its second great imperial contribution — to 

imperial defence. Even before 1857, the Company had maintained a 

sizeable army in India to uphold its power and expand its territories. 

It had ‘borrowed’ British troops at a charge from the home govern- 

ment. After the Mutiny, the Indian troops were cut down in number 

to between 120,000 and 140,000. But, at the same time, the alli-British 

contingent was enlarged so as to be roughly half the size of the Indian. 

As we have seen, providing 60-70,000 British soldiers for Indian ser- 

vice (with inevitable ‘wastage’ for disease) was a major strain on the 

British military system and enforced considerable adaptation. But there 
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was also a benefit. By the late nineteenth century, when the Empire’s 
standing armies totalled some 325,000 men, two-thirds of this number 
was paid for by the Indian taxpayer. For the rule was that every British 
soldier, once embarked for India, had to be paid, pensioned, equipped 
and fed by the government of India, not of Britain. And there was 

an irresistible tendency, as time went on, for more and more British 

soldiers to be kept in India at Indian expense. How valuable this was 

politically can be grasped by asking how readily the British parliament 

would have agreed, at a time of rapidly rising naval costs, to maintain 

an army nearly three times as large as that for which the Treasury had 

actually to pay. How valuable it was strategically can be illustrated 

by the frequency with which troops were despatched from India after 

1860 on operations that had little or nothing to do with India’s own 

defence — to China (1860, 1900-1), Ethiopia (1867-8), Malaya (1875), 

Malta (1878), Egypt (1882), Sudan (1885-6, 1896), Burma (1885), 

East Africa (1896, 1897, 1898), Somaliland (1890, 1903-4), South 

Africa (1899, but white troops only) and Tibet (1903).4 

India’s commercial and military contributions were both func- 

tions of British rule which facilitated, or enforced, a distinctive pattern 

of economic development and financial spending. India made a third 

contribution that was less directly the result of colonial control. Across 

the whole face of the ‘British world’, Indian manpower and commer- 

cial expertise helped open new regions to British influence and make 

colonial government financially viable. Indian labour made plantation 

agriculture possible in Malaya, Southeast Africa and the Pacific. It built 

the railway to Uganda. Indian peasants streamed into British Burma 

and made it the rice bowl of Southeast Asia.’ Indian retailers and mer- 

chants, with lower overheads than their European counterparts, built 

a commercial infrastructure in places too exacting for the ‘nation of 

shopkeepers’.° Indian policemen, clerks and orderlies served as far away 

as China.” In much of the tropical world east of Suez, ‘British’ expan- 

sion was really an Anglo-Indian enterprise: here was a field almost as 

much of Indian as of British colonisation. It was Winston Churchill as 

a junior minister who picturesquely evoked East Africa as ‘the America 

of the Hindu’.® 

Between 1880 and 1914, these commercial, military and demo- 

graphic connections (and others) sharpened the dominant tendency 

in late-Victorian and Edwardian India: its ever-closer integration into 

the British world-system. ‘Advancing civilisation’, remarked the Indian 

Currency Committee in 1893, ‘brings with it constantly increasing 
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demands for Government action and enterprise.’? Irrigation schemes 

and, above all, railways, were a heavy call on Indian revenues. Financ- 

ing them drove the government of India ever more frequently to the 

capital market in London. As a result, the proportion of its public debt 

that was held there rose from a mere 7 per cent in 1858 to 60 per cent 

by 1914.'° Servicing this debt became an ever-increasing burden, espe- 

cially when silver, the basis of India’s currency, depreciated sharply 

against gold in the later nineteenth century. As a guarantee against 

default on the ‘Home Charges’, the government of India was forced 

after 1898 to maintain a gold fund in London, managed by the India 

Office, whose operation regulated the supply of money in India - and 

thus the general level of economic activity there.*' This was integration 

with a vengeance. The ‘silver problem’ exacerbated the growing burden 

of Indian military spending, especially that part of it needed to ‘rent’ the 

British garrison from London. Between 1884 and 1897, India’s military 

expenditure increased by 45 per cent — a colossal figure.'* Much of this 

was due to the fall in silver’s value. But it also reflected increases in both 

Indian manpower (up by 20,000) and the size of the British contingent 

(up by 10,000). 

Behind this martial expansion lay the diplomatic and geostrate- 

gic imperatives that seemed to be drawing India ever more closely into 

London’s embrace. The new geopolitics of the later nineteenth century 

envisaged a handful of ‘world states’ whose global pre-eminence would 

be based on their coordination of territories, resources and popula- 

tions. At the same time, Asia (especially East Asia and the Pacific) was 

becoming the focus of European (and American) economic and diplo- 

matic rivalry. ‘I am one of those’, Lord Curzon told an enthusiastic 

audience on the eve of his departure as Indian Viceroy in 1898, 

who think that the Eastward trend of Empire will increase 

and not diminish... [T]he strain upon us will become 

greater not less. Parliament will learn to know East Asia as 

well as it now knows Europe [and] Asiatic sympathies and 

knowledge will be... the interest of the whole nation 

(Cheers).%3 

Both these developments pointed to a steady rise in the impe- 

rial importance of India, the springboard and citadel of British influ- 

ence in Asia — the ‘pivot and centre’, in Curzon’s phrase, ‘of the British 

Empire’.'+ But they also made India more vulnerable. In the 1870s, 
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the British had been alarmed by the threatened disintegration of the 
Ottoman Empire exposing their sea communications with India to Rus- 
sian and French interference. In the 1880s, the advance of Russia into 
Central Asia had produced a crisis (over Penjdeh in 1885). In the 1890s, 

the impact of Russia’s colonial presence there began to sink in: the threat 

of a Tsarist encirclement of Persia east and west of the Caspian Sea; and 

a forward move towards the Persian Gulf and India’s maritime frontier. 

As the risk of Anglo-Russian confrontation over China grew greater, 

so did the danger of a Russian jab towards India. When ‘[Russia’s] 

Siberian railway is ready’, argued Lord Salisbury in 1900, 

she will want to be mistress of the greater part of China: 

and if Afghanistan is unprotected she can force us to give 

way in China by advancing upon India. She won't try to 

conquer it. It will be enough for her if she can shatter our 

Government and reduce India to anarchy." 

The meaning for Anglo-Indian relations was clear. India must 

play a larger but also more obedient part in imperial strategy. It must 

take up the burden of forward defence in Persia and the Himalayas — 

but not in ways that risked a great power conflagration.'® It must 

reorganise its ramshackle armies, concentrate them in the Northwest 

and recruit from the Sikhs, Punjabis, Pathans, Baluchis and Gurkhas 

who were suited to the northern climate.’7 It must acknowledge its 

function as the strategic reserve of the British Empire in the East.'® It 

must contribute to the costs of the Royal Navy.'? Its diplomatic agents 

in the Middle Eastern borderlands must faithfully echo the shifts and 

twists of London’s European diplomacy - especially the intermittent 

search for an accommodation with Russia pursued by Salisbury and 

Lansdowne. And it must guard against the political disruption of its 

military system. ‘I dread the day’, the Secretary of State warned Viceroy 

Elgin, ‘when the northern or fighting races from who we draw recruits 

take to reading the vernacular press.’*° 

This steady tightening of the economic and strategic bond 

between Britain and India was symptomatic of a deeper force for inte- 

gration whose effects were not so easily managed. Like other parts 

of the extra-European world, India became more and more accessi- 

ble to European influences as the frequency, speed, volume and cost 

of communications with the West were transformed by the telegraph, 

railways, steamships and the opening of the Suez Canal.*' Information 
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from, or about, India became available in Britain in greater quantity, 

and from a much wider variety of unofficial sources, especially the 

English-language newspapers owned by private British interests in the 

sub-continent. Political, scientific and literary ideas from Europe cir- 

culated more rapidly and much more cheaply in India, reaching — and 

disturbing — wider audiences. Christian notions of religious commu- 

nity and personal ethics posed a sharper challenge. European styles — 

in speech, humour, dress, deportment, leisure and family life — became 

more widely known and imitated. But the results of all this were not 

simply to make India more culturally attuned to Britain. Far from it. 

Instead, three contradictory tendencies were at work. First, the larger 

flow of news and information back to Britain, much of it originat- 

ing in the Anglo-Indian press, helped entrench in ‘Home’ opinion a 

negative view of Indian political aspirations and a condescending atti- 

tude towards the ‘exotic chaos’ of Indian society. This was the outlook 

of the British settler community writ large. Secondly, it heightened 

the sense of destiny among Western-educated (or ‘anglo-literate’) Indi- 

ans about their role as the intermediaries between India and Europe, 

as the standard-bearers of modernity and as the natural legatees of 

British rule whenever it might end. For who could doubt that India 

must adapt, and be adapted to, a West-centred world? Thirdly (how- 

ever), the flood of European attitudes, ideas, images, habits and preju- 

dices pouring into India evoked an anxious, angry, defensive response 

from those who feared that the social and moral foundations of Indian 

society — Muslim or Hindu — would be washed away in the process.** 

For a wide section of the traditional educated class (including some who 

had acquired an ‘English’ education) the close encounter with imperial 

Britain was the signal for a campaign of cultural rearmament. Religion 

must be renovated; social discipline reinforced; moral order reasserted; 

language reformed; literature reinvented; history rewritten; the nation 

(or nations) remade. It was in this uneasy atmosphere that the terms 

of India’s connection with the emerging British world-system became 

the object of a subdued (by later standards) but fierce political struggle 

between 1880 and 1914. 

The Civilian Raj 

At bottom, this was a question of how far the ‘Civilian Raj’ would be 

diluted by the admission of Indians into its executive and legislative 
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branches. The ‘Civilians’ were members of the Indian Civil Service, 
recruited by an examination held in Britain and almost exclusively 
British in origin. They formed an administrative cadre that numbered 
around 1,000 who had signed the ‘covenant’ of faithful service, and 

for whom the 700 or so most senior posts in the central and provincial 

governments were reserved, including the key position of district offi- 

cer in the 250 districts of British India.23 The Civilians were a bureau- 

cracy whose medium was the official minute, memorandum, report and 

inquiry. But they bore only a superficial resemblance to civil servants 

at home. In practice, they formed a ruling oligarchy whose authority 

was limited only (and in theory) by the oversight of the India Office 

in London; and by the presence in India of a Viceroy, two governors 

(in Bombay and Madras) and one or two members of the Viceroy’s 

executive council, all habitually appointed from outside the ranks of 

the Service and (supposedly) immune to its prejudices. In pay, status, 

prospects and pension, the Civilians (whose name in print was invari- 

ably followed by the honorific letters ‘ICS’) stood at the summit of the 

European official hierarchy: above the army, medical service, police, 

forestry service and education: and far above the lowly Railway and 

Public Works departments. 

In the thirty years that followed the end of Company rule in 

1858, the Civilians had consolidated their power. Their internal soli- 

darity had been reinforced, not least by the virtual exclusion of qualified 

Indians. Their authority was enhanced by the new emphasis on admin- 

istrative and financial stability rather than the forcible annexation of 

princely states — a practice that had given Company rule its aggressive, 

militaristic character. Through the census, the Imperial Gazetteer of 

India completed in 1881, the great Statistical Survey with its 114 vol- 

umes and 54,000 pages, the ethnographic studies of ‘tribes and castes’, 

and the district ‘histories’ compiled by energetic officials, the Civilian 

Raj extended and codified its administrative knowledge and imposed 

its categories on an untidy social reality.*4 More fundamental, per- 

haps, was the virtual demolition of supra-local political ties between 

Indians, partly achieved by Company expansion before 1857, and com- 

pleted after the Mutiny with the final abolition of the Mughal throne 

(the surviving princely states were closely supervised and political con- 

tact between them forbidden). For thirty years thereafter, British India 

resembled the Agraria imagined by Ernest Gellner:*5 a congeries of dis- 

tricts without horizontal connections (for the provinces were merely 

administrative confections without economic or cultural rationale). 
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Their only links were vertical: through an alien bureaucratic hierarchy 

with whose high culture, language and ethnic origins they had nothing 

in common — but whose authority they could not hope to challenge. 

It was this localisation and differentiation of Indian politics that was 

faithfully recorded in the Civilians’ gazetteers, surveys and censuses: 

indeed, they were the warrant and charter of the Civilian Raj. 

Entrenched in India, the Civilians were protected in the rear by 

political sympathy in Britain. Unofficial information from India upheld 

the necessity of authoritarian rule, at times with hysterical urgency. 

The mild extension of judicial powers proposed for Indian (i.e. non- 

British) officials under the Ilbert Bill in 1883 produced an explosion of 

settler rage that soon found an echo in the British press. British com- 

mercial interests in India, with their City connections, had little love 

for the Civilian Raj but even less for any alternative. The new regime 

established in London to supervise the Indian government after 1857 

saddled the Secretary of State for India with a ‘Council of India’, largely 

composed of retired Civilians. It formed the centre of an extended net- 

work of ‘Old India Hands’ whose mandarin scholarship and constant 

intervention in the correspondence columns largely informed ‘public 

opinion’ on late-Victorian India.?° Then, at a crucial moment in the 

1880s, the intellectual basis of Gladstonian Liberalism was challenged 

by a powerful phalanx of Liberal thinkers, including several, like Henry 

Maine and Fitzjames Stephen, with Indian experience. Their part in the 

Liberal split over Irish Home Rule in 1886 eventually helped to turn 

the authoritarian bureaucracy of British India from an embarrassing 

exception to Liberal practice into an authentic (though not uncontested) 

expression of the Liberal ideal.*7 

These benign conditions strengthened the Civilians’ claim to 

be the ideal ‘collaborators’ of British imperialism in India. Of course, 

no contemporary would have used such a term. What makes it appro- 

priate in historical analysis is that the Civilians did not see themselves 

as, nor were they in reality, mere agents of the British state. They 

were ‘Anglo-Indians’*® — the political hinge between Britain and the 

indigenous communities of the sub-continent. ‘Anglo-India’ had its own 

interests, its own ethos, its own patriotism, its own shrines (at Lucknow 

and Cawnpore) and martyrs, its own ideology, its own state. Its self- 

image was energetically disseminated by the late-Victorian Civilians 

who piled up an astonishing literature of antiquarian history, socio- 

logical enquiry, ethnographic description, political commentary and 
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biographical memoir, as well as the vast collective labour of the dis- 
trict gazetteers — a literary self-creation as remarkable as that of any 
conquest state in history. In a standard text on Indian administration, 
Sir George Chesney’s Indian Polity,*? Anglo-India’s claim to political 

autonomy was stridently asserted. ‘The Indian administration’, said 

Chesney, ‘must not be placed at the mercy of the erratic dictates of a 

chance majority in the House of Commons.’3° India ‘should not... be 

subjected to treatment which the... Commons would not venture to 

adopt towards the smallest self-governing colony’3' — a claim that 

anticipated the later demand. of the Indian National Congress for self- 

government on the model of the ‘white dominions’. From retired Civil- 

ians poured a stream of reminiscence proclaiming India’s incapacity for 

self-rule and the Civilians’ role as the platonic guardians of the peasant 

mass. In 1899 came the first volume of Sir William Wilson Hunter’s 

History of British India. Hunter was, with Sir Alfred Lyall, one of 

the great scholar-mandarins of the late-Victorian Raj. He had master- 

minded the Imperial Gazetteer. He became Curator of the Indian Insti- 

tute in Oxford, founded to prepare trainee Civilians for life in India. 

He wrote for The Times. In planning his history on a monumental 

scale, Hunter confronted head-on the issue of India’s place in the impe- 

rial story. The aim, he told his agent, was to show that the growth of 

British India ‘stands out as an epic of the British nation — the fibre of 

its fibre, the express image of its innermost character... [I]t will make 

the world understand the British race — adventurous, masterful, patient 

in defeat and persistent in... its designs.’3* These qualities had made 

England ‘the residuary legatee of the inheritance painfully amassed by 

Europe in Asia’. 

It was, perhaps, no accident that, as the Civilians came under 

challenge in India, the value of their rule to Britain’s imperial system, 

and its legitimacy as an authentic expression of the British genius, were 

reiterated more and more vehemently by the officials themselves and 

by their political allies at home — and by no one more eloquently than 

Lord Curzon whose The Place of India in the Empire (1909) was a 

sustained plea to acknowledge that Britain without India would be a 

third-class power. In retrospect, we can see that this whole vast literary 

enterprise was part of the secret of Anglo-India’s tenacious grip on the 

British imagination, unmatched by any other dependency. Of course, 

it had also its unofficial laureate of genius in Kipling. And ironically 

its tropes, values and categories exerted a persistent fascination for 
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Indians themselves. Yet, ultimately, its political survival depended upon 

brokering the rival demands of the British at home and its indigenous 

subjects. The Civilian Raj had to persuade British opinion that it was 

indispensable and Indian opinion that it was irremovable. But, as India’s 

imperial value rose and the stresses of its commercial, strategic and 

cultural entanglement with Britain were felt more deeply in the sub- 

continent, the position of this foreign ruling elite was bound to grow 

more vulnerable to criticism and more open to attack. 

For the moment, however, ‘Anglo-India’ seemed an essential 

partner in the late Victorians’ imperial enterprise. Indian unity was 

becoming more urgent, for commercial and strategic reasons. The Civil- 

ian Raj looked its best guarantee. Tariff-free access was becoming 

more vital. The Civilians would, grudgingly, maintain it. Indian rev- 

enues must be driven up to match the rising cost of imperial defence 

and expenditure in the localities held down. What other regime would 

match the fiscal parsimony of the Civilians’ localised despotism? For 

their part, the Civilians resented the escalating demands imposed by 

London on their brittle system. They contested the issue of tariffs and 

the burden of military costs — but only so far.34 The concession they 

won in return was to be free to fashion a political system that paid scant 

regard to the shibboleths of Liberal Britain. They repudiated represen- 

tative government (except in a grossly bowdlerised form), the market 

economy (through restraints on the sale of land) and liberal individual- 

ism (in favour of caste, religious or tribal identity). To some disgruntled 

observers, the Civilians’ aim was to make parliamentary control from 

Britain a nullity and rule without restraint. And, to some, they had 

already achieved this goal. For William Wedderburn, himself a former 

Civilian, but now a supporter of Congress and an MP, the Secretary 

of State, far from being the master of the official hierarchy in India, 

was only its ‘mouthpiece and champion... the apologist of all official 

acts’.35 

The political struggle in India between the 1880s and the out- 

break of the First World War thus had implications that went far 

beyond conceding greater representation to the gentlemanly nation- 

alists of the Indian National Congress. It was really a struggle between 

rival groups for the support of imperial Britain in ruling India. It was 

a struggle between the Civilians’ ‘Anglo-India’ and the ‘British Indians’ 

of the Congress who were determined to supplant it. For the Civilians 

it was vital to maintain their status as the indispensable collaborators, 



191 / ‘Un-British rule’ in ‘Anglo-India’ 

and to preserve the wide freedoms this had brought them. To dissuade 
their London ‘partners’ from any backsliding, they must meet Britain’s 
requirements in India and pay the ‘imperial dividend’. They must pol- 
ish the image of Indian contentment and repress disorder. Above all, 
they must discredit any rival claiming a real share in governing the sub- 
continent. They had, in short, to find a means of adapting India to its 
changing place in the imperial system without pulling up the roots of 
their Civilian Raj. 

Indian politics 

Before 1880, the main threat to the Civilian Raj seemed to lie in the 

princely states and their aristocratic sympathisers in British India: great 

landowners like the taluqdars of Oudh (modern Awadh). They alone 

had the means to challenge British rule. It was against this danger that 

the army was partly deployed. It was to strengthen the Raj’s hold on 

princely allegiance that the British Queen became ‘Empress of India’ in 

1876.3° It was to conciliate this ‘traditional elite’ that the Raj adopted 

a neo-feudal public style and ‘Indianised’ some of its outer trappings — 

like army uniforms. But, by the 1880s, a more insidious challenge was 

beginning to threaten the Civilians’ power. 

From its very outset, British rule had relied heavily upon Indian 

manpower, military and civil. To fill up the lower ranks of its bureau- 

cracy government had gratefully recruited Indians equipped with a 

Western education. It smiled upon the English-style schools and col- 

leges that sprang up by local initiative in Calcutta and Bombay. It was 

convenient to appoint a handful of Indian notables with an ‘English’ 

education to the central and provincial legislative councils where the 

executive was temporarily transformed into a law-making body. In this 

way, an Indian element was assimilated into the highest level of the 

autocracy without threatening the local arrangements at district level 

where the revenue was derived and patronage distributed. After 1880, 

however, the gravitational pull drawing India into the world econ- 

omy and the British world-system steadily undermined this post-Mutiny 

settlement. 

It did so in two ways. The more obvious was through a dou- 

ble revolution of rising costs and expectations. A combination of the 

falling value of silver and the upward trend of defence expenditure, 
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exerted, as we have seen, a continuous strain on the Indian budget 

after 1880. At the same time, government also came under pressure to 

play a more active role in developing the economy and providing for 

social improvements. In Bengal, for example, in the forty years after 

the Mutiny, the provincial administration acquired sixteen new depart- 

ments, among them those for forests, mines, factories, vaccination and 

municipalities. To meet these new needs, government had to borrow 

more and tax more. But its room for manoeuvre was limited. Land 

revenue (calculated on the productivity of the soil) formed the bulk 

of its income. It was notoriously difficult to increase. An income tax 

was risky.37 One hopeful solution lay in raising more revenue at the 

local level for local improvements. Even here, if British rule was not to 

seem more oppressive, it was desirable that new levies should be made 

as far as possible on Indian initiative and with Indian support. That 

pointed towards wider participation by Indians on district boards and 

municipalities. On the other hand, if the principle of elective authority 

was conceded there, and Indians organised themselves to compete for 

it, how long would it be before they pressed for the extension of that 

principle to the provincial or even ‘All-India’ level? 

This was only one side of the late-Victorian coin. India’s deep- 

ening association with Britain was, as we have seen, cultural and intel- 

lectual as well as material. By the 1880s, it had thrown up a local 

class literate in English, familiar with British ideas and deeply loyal 

to the new educational and social institutions that had shaped its 

outlook and opportunities. Though small by Indian standards, this 

anglo-literate community (700,000 adult males could read and write 

English by r901)3* dwarfed the non-military British population in India 

(c.100,000). It filled the highest bureaucratic ranks to which Indians 

could be promoted. It quickly overran the senior profession open to 

talent — the law — and expanded sideways into education and jour- 

nalism. Because it depended not on local patronage or district-level 

politics, but on the expansion of government, education and trade at 

the provincial level and above, it was quick to form associations that 

spanned the provinces. For the tiny group of Indians resident in London, 

it was natural to think on an All-Indian scale. The East India Associa- 

tion, founded in 1866, was the first approximation to a national body 

for Western-educated Indians — though it was dominated by Bombay 

merchants and largely ignored in Calcutta and Madras.32 Behind all 

this clubbing together lay a bid for influence over government and a 
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claim for recognition. The climax of this gradual mobilisation was the 
founding of the Indian National Congress in Bombay in 1885. 

Historians have been disdainful of this ‘early’ Indian national- 

ism and condescending towards its achievements. The outward defer- 

ence of its leaders to their British masters is easily ridiculed. Their ambi- 

tions seemed modest compared with later demands for ‘purna swaraj’ 

(complete independence) or ‘swaraj in one year’. They were mocked 

by their British critics as a ‘microscopic minority’ greedy for jobs and 

influence. It was true of course that the Congress nationalists seemed 

obsessed with equal access for anglo-literate Indians to the Indian Civil 

Service, and with getting seats on the legislative councils, where, it was 

alleged, they would promote the dominance of urban commerce over 

the rural cultivator. It was true, no doubt, that self-interest helped hold 

the Congress together. But the timidity of its demands has been exag- 

gerated, and the shrewdness of its ‘moderation’ misunderstood. The 

Civilians would have had little to fear from a disparate collection of 

job-hunters and ‘wire-pullers’. What they did learn to fear about the 

early Congress was the dual onslaught it launched on the ideological 

basis of the Civilian Raj and on the Civilians’ claim to serve the best 

interests of Imperial Britain. As the tougher and more percipient of the 

Civilians acknowledged, ‘early’ Indian nationalism presented a deeper 

and subtler challenge to Anglo-India than the huffing and puffing of 

an alienated intelligentsia. It pointedly reaffirmed its imperial loyalty 

to disarm the Civilian tactic of dismissing all opposition as subversive. 

It insisted that the apparatus and institutions of British India were the 

foundation of any future Indian state. But it claimed that the Civilian 

Raj was a dangerous perversion of the imperial purpose in India and a 

betrayal of the Queen’s Proclamation of 1858 with its promise of no 

discrimination. The ‘un-Britishness’ of Civilian rule was an affront to 

Victorian liberalism, a dangerous experiment in authoritarianism and 

a bar to India’s becoming a commercially progressive and politically 

contented member state of the Empire. 

This was a seductive appeal to British opinion at home, though 

one that was fiercely contested by the official and unofficial propaganda 

of Anglo-India. But the more insidious threat that the early national- 

ists posed derived from their local roots in Indian society. For they 

were not an isolated anglophone elite vying for colonial preferment but 

part of a larger movement of educated opinion. There was a close if 

ambivalent relationship between those who insisted that membership 



194 / Towards ‘The Sceptre of the World’ 

of the legislative councils and the Civil Service was all-important, and 

those who drew on Western ideas for a broader project of cultural or 

national renewal. This wider ‘cultural’ nationalism, diffused through 

educational institutions and charged with religious and historical sym- 

bolism, was the vital link between the hyper-elitist preoccupations of the 

Congress leadership and the far wider constituency of Indians literate 

in the vernacular languages (like Bengali, Marathi, Tamil or Hindus- 

tani) rather than English. But, as we shall see, right up to 1914 this 

connection was often fraught and unmanageable, an embarrassment to 

Congress leaders as well as a source of strength. 

Bengal had been the bridgehead of British power in India and 

the pivot of their expansion across the sub-continent. Not surprisingly, 

it was also there that the British impact was felt most deeply. The Bengal 

Presidency (as the province was called) was a huge multi-ethnic terri- 

tory stretching over three modern Indian states as well as Bangladesh. 

Illiterate cultivators formed the bulk of its population. Many of them 

were Muslims. Many were Oriya or Assamese, not Bengali. Many in 

wooded or hilly tracts were ‘tribals’ who did not follow the rituals and 

conventions of Hindu caste society. Political consciousness in this vast 

conglomerate was concentrated in the literate elite or bhadralok (the 

‘respectable people’). The Hindu bhadralok was neither princely nor 

aristocratic. It had little in common with the pre-conquest ruling class. 

In many ways it was the stepchild of colonial rule, a social group that 

had sprung up to service the colonial state and exploit its opportuni- 

ties. Its badge of membership was higher education. It had made Bengal 

society, in the sardonic words of an official report, ‘a despotism of caste 

tempered by matriculation’.*° 

The bhadralok were concentrated in Calcutta, the imperial 

capital of British India and its commercial metropolis, where some 

60 per cent of British investment in India was managed. Calcutta domi- 

nated Bengal, commercially, administratively, educationally. There the 

bhadralok could supplement the rentals of absentee landownership 

by a career in the literate professions: administration, law, journal- 

ism and education. The city was a forcing-house for the bhadralok’s 

belief in itself as a vanguard class, the makers of a new Bengal liber- 

ated (in the past) from Muslim rule and (in the future) from Civilian 

power. Their ethnic consciousness was sharpened by the presence of the 

Calcutta Europeans, the large non-official community dominating the 

city’s commercial life and virulently hostile to ‘babu’ ambitions through 
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its newspapers (like the Englishman), clubs and associations. Bhadralok 
solidarity was rooted in its schools, colleges, newspapers and societies, 
and voiced by the cadre of new professionals that had formed in a 
maturing provincial society. By the 1870s, a vigorous literary and reli- 

gious movement was imparting a keener sense of cultural identity and 

social purpose. Bhudev Mukerji, Bankim Chandra Chatterji (the first 

modern Bengali novelist) and Swami Vivekananda showed how for- 

eign ideas could be scrutinised, annexed or rejected in the creation of 

an up-to-date literary and religious tradition.*" 

The most influential figure in Bengali politics between the 1880s 

and 1914 was Surendranath Banerjea. Banerjea became the hero of 

bhadralok nationalism and the scourge of the Civilian Raj. Famously, 

he had overcome the barriers of prejudice and secured appointment in 

the Indian Civil Service only to be dismissed a few years later on what 

was widely seen as a trumped-up charge. Instead, Banerjea became an 

educator — with a devoted student following — and a journalist whose 

paper, the Bengalee, was the organ of bhadralok aspirations. Banerjea’s 

programme perfectly expressed the ambivalence of bhadralok nation- 

alism towards British rule. Like many educated Bengalis, Banerjea was 

deeply dissatisfied with what he regarded as the tainted legacy of the 

Indian past. In a speech on ‘England and India’ in 1877, he denounced 

the effects of caste, the practice of child-marriage, the customary ban 

on the remarriage of widows, and the zenana system (the seclusion 

of married women).4? England’s mission in India, he declared, was to 

help eradicate the evils of Indian society, to help ‘in the formation of 

a manly, energetic, self-reliant Indian character’, and to introduce the 

‘arts of self-government’. This was a liberal programme, to be enacted 

with British encouragement by Indian protégés — the Western-educated 

class (the exact audience to which Banerjea was speaking). It was meant 

to ‘regenerate and civilise’ (Banerjea’s phrase) India as a liberal soci- 

ety. Self-government, he insisted, would not mean separation. When 

Britain, ‘the august mother of free nations’, conferred self-government, 

it would clear the way for the ‘perpetual union of the two countries’.+3 

Abolishing race distinctions and ‘conferring on us...the franchise of 

the British subject [would] pave the way for the final and complete 

assimilation of India into the Empire of Britain’.44 

The precondition of this happy outcome was, of course, recog- 

nition by the British of the claims of the bhadralok elite. This was 

Banerjea’s cause. In the 1870s, his ‘Indian Association’ pushed aside the 
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landlord-dominated ‘British Indian Association’ to become the largest 

political movement in Bengal. When the Calcutta city government 

became elective in the 1870s, the Indian Association quickly moved 

in. By the late 1880s, it had over 100 branches in the Bengal Presi- 

dency and beyond. Bhadralok resentment of European racial arrogance, 

painfully visible in the furious outcry against the proposal in 1883 to 

allow Indian magistrates to try European defendants, helped fuel the 

movement. So did the growing anxiety that educated Bengalis would be 

frozen out of bureaucratic employment elsewhere in North India as the 

British began to favour local regional elites instead. The dominance of 

European firms in Bengal’s main industries — tea, jute, coal and cotton — 

and export trades was bound to make public employment and its polit- 

ical control the focus of bhadralok concern. 

This was where Banerjea’s nationalism came full circle. 

Bhadralok \oyalty and the achievement of a liberal India bound to 

Britain in ‘perpetual union’ could only be guaranteed if the Civilian Raj 

was broken and its administrative citadel surrendered to a new local 

garrison. ‘All India is of one mind on this great question’, Banerjea 

had declared in 1878.45 But how was he to overcome the entrenched 

resistance of the senior Civilians and the bitter hostility of the Calcutta 

Europeans and their vociferous press? Neither he nor his bhadralok 

followers had any taste for mobilising the masses — so much of them 

ethnically, culturally or religiously alien. If mass politics did come to the 

vast, unwieldy Bengal Presidency, how long would a Calcutta-based, 

anglo-literate and privileged Hindu ‘vanguard’ stay in control? To fight 

the Civilian Raj, it seemed better to spread wide rather than dig deep. It 

was hardly surprising, then, that, when the chance came to join forces 

with like-minded Bombay politicians in an All-India national ‘congress’, 

Banerjea and the Indian Association quickly signed up. 

Dadabhai Naoroji, the pioneer of an All-India political move- 

ment, was a merchant from Bombay and a member of the small Parsi 

community that stood apart from the Hindu majority. The Parsis were 

a cosmopolitan business elite, conscious of their wealth and culture 

and determined to share in the government of Bombay City and the 

Presidency. The rapid growth of the city as its railway system reached 

deeper into the hinterland, the expanding trade in raw cotton and the 

new textile industry, helped create a confident business class largely free 

from the commercial dominance of European firms so evident in Bengal. 

Shrewdly, the Parsi elite founded its claim upon its Indianness, but was 
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equally careful to insist that its object was partnership in what Naoroji 
had called the ‘Imperial firm’. British supremacy, declared Sir Pheroze- 
shah Mehta, the Parsi godfather of Bombay city politics as also of the 
early Congress, was ‘the indispensable condition of Indian progress’.4° 
Like the bhadralok politicians of Bengal, Mehta and his friends had 
little time for populism. But he was just as determined to overthrow 

the Civilian Raj. ‘The English official’, pronounced Mehta caustically, 

‘moves among the natives, isolated even when not unsympathetic, igno- 

rant even when inquisitive, a stranger and a foreigner to the end of the 

chapter.’47 

The advantage that Mehta and the Bombay group enjoyed over 

Banerjea was their alliance with an inland elite whose hold on popu- 

lar sympathy could be used as a tactical weapon against the Civilians. 

On the plains north of Bombay city and behind the Western Ghats on 

the Deccan plateau lay a different cultural world, the Maratha country 

or Maharashtra. Here the elite were Chitpavan brahmins, the scribal 

class that had been the mainstay of the Maratha Confederacy organ- 

ised by Sivaji against the Mughals in the seventeenth century, and only 

defeated by the British in 1818 after a bitter struggle. For the Maratha 

brahmins, the British Raj was a conquest state in a much fuller sense 

than for the bhadralok. In the 1870s and 1880s, cultural nationalism in 

Maharashtra meant coming to terms with the ubiquity of British insti- 

tutions and practices while re-establishing contact with the Maratha 

past. For the new cadre of anglo-literate Marathas, thrown up by the 

expansion of English-language education, cultural revival and social 

cohesion demanded a new view of the Maratha past, freed from the 

condescension of Civilian history where the Confederacy was cast as a 

predatory banditti. The pre-conquest polity was now imagined as the 

prelude to a new Maratha nation, in which the language and concepts 

of European liberalism would be selectively grafted onto the indigenous 

stem. The master-mind of this project was the historian and philosopher 

M. G. Ranade, described by a British official in 1880 as the ‘Parnell of 

the Deccan’.4® 
The Maratha brahmins were far better placed than the Ben- 

gal bhadralok to mobilise a wider following against the Civilians. 

Ranade and his protege, G. K. Gokhale, were cautious. They preferred 

to emphasise the loyalty of the elite to British ideas of government 

and Western notions of social progress, and, in Gokhale’s case, to 

build bridges towards the Parsi ‘nationalists’ in Bombay city. But, to 
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B. G. Tilak, like them a Western-educated brahmin, a more drastic 

confrontation with the Civilians seemed necessary. Tilak was later por- 

trayed as the champion of traditionalism, the ‘trusted and accredited 

leader of Conservative and religious India in the paths of democratic 

politics’.49 In fact, Tilak’s attitude to caste rules and orthodox piety was 

perfunctory.5° He sent his daughter to an English-language high school 

and corresponded with British academics on Sanskritic literature. His 

ultimate goal was not, perhaps, very different from the liberal model of 

nation-state favoured by Banerjea or Mehta. But he was more willing 

than they were to experiment with popular religiosity and folk patrio- 

tism as the building blocks of a political movement. In the 1890s, he 

agitated against raising the age of consent for marriage; promoted the 

cult of Ganapati, a regional deity; and evoked the Marathi folk hero 

Sivaji — all in the effort to ground the arm-wrestling with the Civilians 

in a wider sense of cultural grievance. None of these campaigns went 

very far. But the hostility with which the Civilians regarded him (Tilak 

was gaoled for sedition in 1897 and exiled for six years to Burma in 

1908) was matched only by the nervousness of his political compatri- 

ots. To them, Tilak’s appeal to religious conservatism, his baiting of the 

British and his championing of a Maratha hero regarded elsewhere in 

India as a barbaric freebooter5' threatened to wreck their fragile inter- 

provincial coalition and destroy the mantle of respectability on which 

their dealings with the Civilians (and their credit in Britain) depended 

so heavily. 

Elsewhere in British India, especially in the vast southern Pres- 

idency of Madras, we can see a similar pattern of provincial politics 

bringing to life movements that, for all their local differences, were 

broadly united behind the common demand for a real voice in the 

provincial legislatures and the appointment of Indians to the Civil Ser- 

vice. The new political leaders were deeply conscious of the need for 

social and cultural renovation. They accepted much of the British cri- 

tique of an atomised Indian society lacking the beliefs and institutions 

for social progress. But they fought shy of popular politics fearing 

a religious backlash against their reformist project and the Civilians’ 

accusation that they were accessories to a second Mutiny. They pre- 

ferred to concentrate on a constitutional and administrative platform 

that would maximise their power and influence. The radicalism of their 

strategy should not be disparaged. Diluting the Civilian oligarchy with 

anglo-literate Indians would have broken the back of the Civilian Raj 
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(not least by choking off its British recruitment). The new politicians 
were neither imperialist poodles nor the protagonists of full-blooded 
independence. Instead, they favoured the making of a self-governing 
‘middle nation’5* in which the institutions and structures of the con- 
quering power would be manned and moulded by the representatives of 
a revitalised indigenous culture. The object was not rebellion nor sep- 
aration from Britain but partnership in a reformed and decentralised 

imperial association. Indeed, there was much to be gained, they thought, 

from an alliance with the strongest liberal power, the richest commer- 

cial state and the great entrepot of progressive culture. This was the 

programme of ‘British Indian nationalism’, a bold assertion of India’s 

rightful place in a new imperial order. Its struggle with the Civilian 

Raj occurred at a critical moment in the shaping of the British world- 

system, in whose ultimate fate British rule in India was to be so deeply 

implicated. 

The struggle 

It was the resentment of anglo-literate Indians at the racial arrogance 

of unofficial Europeans in their campaign against the Ibert bill that 

triggered the formation of an ‘All-India’ national congress. The Ibert 

agitation had shown how vulnerable the Viceroy’s government was 

to lobbying by a handful of European residents. The Congress would 

redress the balance. The Congress was just that: an annual meeting 

of the provincial associations representing the anglo-literate elite and 

voicing its distinctive (and elitist) demands. It had no mass support — 

and no desire for it. On the face of it, this ‘microscopic minority’ held 

no fears for the Civilians. Yet, within a few years, the Civilian Raj had 

been partly reconstructed to appease its demands. 

Three arguments forced the Civilians to take ‘babu politics’ 

more seriously in the 1880s. First, it was well understood that the 

Raj needed more cooperation from local men, and those who repre- 

sented their interests, if the growth of government was not to stall. Like 

many governments of the period, the Raj found itself pressed to regu- 

late more closely and intervene more frequently in the cause of social 

and economic improvement. More rules must be made; more revenues 

raised. As a result, it needed to cultivate local notables and secure 

the endorsement of the educated elite. The Civilians might dislike the 
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‘babw’ politicians: but, in the project to govern India more closely, to 

impose codes for famine relief, forest management, irrigation works or 

plague control, they were vital allies through whom progressive opin- 

ions would trickle down into the vernacular world of the mofussil. 

Secondly, the obverse was just as important. The Civilians could coerce 

disorder; but they were poorly armed against public criticism. In a 

regime whose security was stretched thin, and where prestige seemed 

the key to obedience in the army, police and bureaucracy, unrelenting 

hostility from the newspapers was a corrosive force. Smothering it by 

any means short of outright censorship (which London was expected 

to veto) became a Civilian obsession. That too pointed towards some 

accommodation with the Congress politicians whose links with the 

Indian press were invariably close. Thirdly, by the mid-18 80s, the Civil- 

ians had become increasingly nervous of ‘Home’ opinion. The advance 

of the radicals, whose threat to British power, Lord Salisbury (a for- 

mer Secretary of State for India) had excoriated,°3 did not bode well 

for the Civilians and their political autonomy. The artful campaign of 

Naoroji, Banerjea and Ranade, with its appeal to ‘Gladstonian’ values, 

and its reassuring loyalism, was bound to trouble Liberals conscience- 

stricken by interference in Egypt and coercion in Ireland. More repres- 

sion in India might bring down London’s wrath and end by clipping 

the Civilians’ wings. It was an apt coincidence that the Indian Viceroy 

at this uneasy moment was an Anglo-Irish landowner, the Marquess 

of Dufferin. Dufferin knew better than most how the shifts of mood in 

Westminster could subvert the oligarchies of the Empire.54 

The Viceroy and his advisers decided that bureaucratic discre- 

tion was the better part of imperial valour. Two enquiries probed the 

limits of concession. One committee of senior Civilians considered the 

Congress demand for a reform of the legislative councils. A second 

committee under Sir Charles Aitchison took up the question of Indian 

appointments in the Civil Service, the arcana imperii of Civilian power. 

On the first issue, the Civilians found some scope for compromise. After 

all, they calculated dourly, enlarging membership of the councils, and 

adopting less restrictive rules about what could be discussed, queried 

or debated, could be worked to their advantage. New allies might be 

recruited and, in a larger forum of public discussion, the officials would 

be able to rebut the criticisms levelled against them in the press. But, 

on the second question, the Aitchison committee returned a telling neg- 

ative. With minor qualifications it rejected any change in the rules of 
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the entry competition or in the numbers of senior posts reserved for 
members of the Indian Civil Service. Indian ambition would have to 
be content with a larger provincial service — the intended instrument of 
bureaucratic expansion. To the Congress leaders, however, even half a 

loaf was welcome. With larger legislatures in the provinces, and modest 

advances in scrutiny, interpellation and debate, they hoped to follow 

the path to self-government carved out by settler politicians in Canada, 

the Cape Colony or New South Wales. When the proposals gained 

London’s approval in 1892, the Congress reacted with joy. 

In fact, of course, the 1892 Councils Act was not the end 

of the Congress campaign but the beginning of its political struggle. 

In 1895, Surendranath Banerjea, presiding over the annual Congress 

meeting, laid out its political programme: ‘the goal of our aspira- 

tions, the promised land of equal freedom and equal rights with British 

subjects’.55 There should be more elected members: Bengal had only 

seven for 70 million people. Debate and scrutiny should be wider and 

freer. The military budget should be cut down. And (the old cry) the 

employment of a ‘foreign element’ in the public service (the British Civil- 

ians) was ‘morally wrong, economically disastrous and politically inex- 

pedient’. British rule, declared Banerjea, must be liberalised so that India 

could ‘find its place in the Great Confederacy of Free States, English 

in their origins, English in their character, English in their institutions, 

rejoicing in their permanent and indissoluble union with England’.‘° 

The educated class in his province, wrote the lieutenant-governor of 

the North-West (after 1900 ‘United’) Provinces, were thoroughly dis- 

contented — not because they wished to overthrow British rule but 

because they wanted to administer it themselves.>7 

On their side, the senior Civilians were just as determined that 

the act should be the end of concession and the start of stricter polit- 

ical discipline. As usual, London devolved the detail of reform to the 

Indian government. The Civilians took full advantage. Their own view 

of India as a jumble of conflicting castes, communities and interests 

formed the working principle of the new representative system. The 

enlarged legislatures were not to represent territorial constituencies but 

sets of ‘interests’ defined and approved by the Civilians. Their members 

might be chosen by the interests concerned, but they sat in council as 

the nominees of government, not by popular vote. The councils met 

only briefly: that of Bengal (the largest province) for nine days a year. 

Discussion and questions were permitted (up to a point) but without 
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control over financial supply, and faced by an irremovable executive, 

the scope for collective action was minimal, and the formation of par- 

ties a dream. In the last resort, the deck of interests could always be 

shuffled to throw up a different ‘hand’ of members. But, for all these 

administrative safeguards, the number of Congressmen on the councils 

crept steadily upward. 

Reform was thus the goad for Civilian reassertion. Sir George 

Chesney, one of the committee that had drafted the councils scheme, 

made a blunt avowal. In the third edition of his Indian Polity (1894), 

he rejected the schemes of Congress as ‘absurd’.5* His book was a 

forceful restatement of the need to entrench the autonomy of the Civil- 

ians, as much from Whitehall and Westminster as from Indian opin- 

ion. Another old India hand, Sir William Hunter, was sympathetic to 

Congress but dismissed the ‘numerical principle of representation’.5? 

Among the senior Civilians in India, insistence upon the ethnic (and 

thus ineradicable) basis of India’s social divisions, and the incompati- 

bility of the caste system with any form of representative government, 

became the hallmark of the new official scholarship. Ethnographic and 

census studies along these lines made Herbert Risley a rising star in the 

1890s.° In the Punjab, where large-scale irrigation works were forming 

a new ‘hydraulic society’ in the ‘canal colonies’,® the dominant school 

among the Civilians insisted on the ‘tribal’ basis of rural society and 

the need to prevent urban and commercial castes from buying land and 

social influence in the countryside.°* Elsewhere in India, the Civilians 

actively sought new allies among the provincial elites.°3 In North India, 

the ‘Mutiny syndrome’ could still be readily invoked.°4 

The lesson of all this was clear enough. The Civilians were 

determined to challenge what they saw as the absurd and potentially 

dangerous pretensions of the anglo-literate elite to be representative of 

India at large. Opinion at home had to be reminded of Indian ‘reali- 

ties’; and Indian politics corrected to put the Congress in its place. Lord 

Elgin was too much a Gladstonian to be sympathetic. But his succes- 

sor as Viceroy (in 1899), Lord Curzon, brought a different outlook. 

Curzon was of landed family but modest means. He had made his way 

by academic talent, intense ambition, hard work and a ready pen. In 

the early 1890s, he had entered politics with a reputation for expert 

knowledge of Asia, especially of Central Asia and Persia (Iran) where 

Anglo-Russian competition was greatest. He was the protege of Lord 

Salisbury whom he served at the Foreign Office.°5 By 1898-9, Salisbury 
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was deeply alarmed by Russia’s diplomatic advance towards India. A 
Viceroy in tune with his thinking and with Curzon’s local knowledge 
would secure London’s grip on Indian frontier policy. By an added 
irony, Curzon was also expected (in London) to bring a more sympa- 
thetic and imaginative approach to Indo-British relations and soften the 
rule of the dour Civilians. 

As Salisbury had intended, Curzon brought to India an intense 

concern for its central Asian borderlands — the viewpoint of a Mughal 

emperor. It was a crucial change of perspective. Like some latter-day 

Mughal, Curzon saw Indian politics as the rightful preserve of princes 

and landowners bound by neo-feudal allegiance to the imperial crown. 

He attached great importance to the education and training of the 

princes as a governing class in imperial service.°° ‘The native chief’, 

he said, is ‘my colleague and partner.’®7 India’s vast treasury of ruins, 

monuments, forts and palaces excited his imagination. Curzon had a 

life-long passion for architecture as the visual key to both history and 

politics. To maintain and restore the monuments of India was to link 

the Raj to its Mughal past not to ‘babu’ modernity. To build new 

landmarks — like the Victoria Memorial Hall on the Calcutta maidan — 

was to make the imperial monarchy (and not the British Parliament) 

the focus of Indian loyalty.°* 

Curzon’s strategic preoccupations and his ‘Mughalist’ outlook 

chimed well with the Civilians’ wish to curb the ambitions of the 

Congress politicians. Curzon was readily persuaded that the inroads 

of babu politics must now be reversed, and nowhere more urgently 

than in Bengal on the doorstep of the Indian government. The open- 

ing salvoes were directed at two bastions of bhadralok influence: the 

Calcutta city government and Calcutta University. The elected major- 

ity on the Calcutta Corporation was removed. The autonomy of the 

University was cut down.°? But the Civilians’ real target was the Bengal 

Legislative Council and the growing bhadralok influence in provin- 

cial and All-India politics. They found a neat, if drastic, solution. The 

sprawling Bengal Presidency had long been the target for administrative 

surgery. It was over-centralised in Calcutta. Oriya-speakers in the west 

and Muslims in the east were no match for Calcutta Hindus in catching 

the attention of government. Assam, separated in 1874, was too small 

to maintain its own cadre of Civilians. The administrative answer had 

always been to divide Bengal. Now there was the will to do so. There 

was little doubt about the motive. ‘Bengal united is a power’, remarked 
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Risley, now (as Home Secretary) the director of political strategy. 

‘Bengal divided will pull in several different ways. That is one of the 

merits of the scheme.’7° Curzon faithfully repeated this logic to London. 

‘The Bengalis’, he told the Secretary of State, 

like to think of themselves as a nation... If we are weak 

enough to yield to their clamour now we shall not be able 

to dismember or reduce Bengal again, and you will be 

cementing and solidifying on the eastern flank of India a 

force almost formidable, and certain to be an increasing 

trouble in the future.7" 

By the time the final version of the plan was sent to London for approval, 

the aim of partition had become still more explicit. Calcutta, said 

Curzon, 

is the centre from which the Congress party is manipulated 

throughout the whole of Bengal, and indeed the whole of 

India. Its best wire-pullers and its most frothy orators all 

reside here... They dominate public opinion in Calcutta; 

they affect the High Court; they frighten the Local 

Government; and they are sometimes not without influence 

on the Government of India... Any measure... that would 

divide the Bengali-speaking population; that would permit 

independent centres...to grow up; that would dethrone 

Calcutta from its place as the centre of successful intrigue, 

or that would weaken the influence of the lawyer class, who 

have the entire organisation in their hands, is intensely and 

hotly resented by them. The outcry will be very loud and 

very fierce.”* 

It was an accurate prophecy. The Bengal Congressmen and 

their allies elsewhere in India rightly saw the partition driven through 

in 1905 as a frontal attack upon the claim of the anglo-literate class to 

a political voice, and as a blatant attempt to stir up other religious or 

ethnic groups against them. To rub salt into the wound there was no 

pretence of consulting the legislative council: partition was by Viceregal 

fiat. The result was a furious outcry which widened steadily beyond the 

educated class. The swadeshi campaign was meant to boycott British 
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goods (especially textiles) in favour of local products as an expression 
of Bengali patriotism. It was taken up by student groups and hastily 
formed clubs or samitis. Soon there were signs of its being enforced 
by caste associations and through coercive means.73 Marches, demon- 

strations and the singing of Bande Mataram as a national song were 

an open challenge to the colonial power. The Civilians grew uneasy: 

some had doubted the partition plan all along. But so too did their 

opponents. For all his outrage at the Civilians’ ploy, Banerjea drew 

back from a violent confrontation with the Raj. As the tempo of agi- 

tation increased, he looked instead for some accommodation with the 

embattled government. Relief was to come from a surprising quarter. 

Curzon’s endorsement of partition had sprung from his urgent 

geopolitical vision: of the coming struggle for Asia. Throughout his 

term of office, he argued fiercely for a ‘forward’ policy to contain the 

Russian threat and safeguard India. Pressing his views on the British 

cabinet, he claimed that he spoke for Indian opinion.74 Without India, 

he was to argue a few years later, Britain was scarcely a first-class 

power.”> In Curzon’s geostrategic universe, it was intolerable to have 

Congress snapping at his heels, denouncing India’s foreign wars and 

blaming the size and cost of the Indian army for poverty, plague and 

famine. If India was to take what the Viceroy saw as its rightful place in 

the British system, its internal politics must be brought in line with its 

imperial duty. But, by a painful irony (to Curzon at least), his insistence 

upon the imperial status of the Indian government was to bring about 

his downfall. Ministers in London were already annoyed by Curzon’s 

presumption: in foreign policy they expected India to pay, to be seen 

but not to be heard. They resented his opposition to the appeasement 

of Russia. When Curzon was drawn into a bitter row with Lord Kitch- 

ener, Commander-in-Chief in India and the Empire’s leading soldier, 

to thwart his grip on the army’s bureaucracy, they gratefully accepted 

his over-hasty resignation. But it was not so much a change of Viceroy 

(in 1905) as a change of government in London that imposed a rough 

political truce between the Civilians and the Congress. 

With the new Liberal government in London came a new Indian 

Secretary. John Morley had been an ardent Gladstonian, a radical and 

a Home Ruler. He lost no time in warning Lord Minto, Curzon’s suc- 

cessor as Viceroy, that a large radical phalanx in the House of Com- 

mons was watching India closely.7° Here was a clear signal, like that 

in the 1880s, that the Civilians’ system must not become a ‘factory 
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of grievances’ and that some move must be made towards ‘reform’. 

Morley himself began with a strong prejudice against Civilian rule. But 

his real target was Curzon’s inadmissible claim to Indian influence in 

British policy and the ‘jingo’ mentality of the Civilian regime. What he 

cared about most, he told his closest adviser, was to ‘depose the Govern- 

ment of India from their usurped position of an independent power’.’7 

He himself was a fervent supporter of the entente with Russia reached 

eventually in 1907. ‘Forward policy’ was out of date, and with it the 

whole Curzonian ethos. In June 1906, six months into office, he was 

keen to announce reforms ‘in the popular direction’.7* He may have 

reasoned that a larger ‘popular’ element in Indian government would 

curb its jingoistic excesses and forestall its obstruction of a Russian 

entente. 

Morley’s enthusiasm had been heightened by the prospect of 

a tacit partnership with the Congress. The Congress leadership had 

despaired of Curzon. Even Tilak agreed that nothing could be gained 

by agitation in India: London was the only hope.7? With Curzon’s fall 

and a new Liberal government, Gladstonian in sympathy, they hoped 

to turn the triangle of Anglo-Indian politics to their advantage. G. K. 

Gokhale, now the pre-eminent Congressman, hastened to London. In 

the classic language of Congress loyalism, he denounced Civilian rule 

and affirmed the bond of empire. Gokhale was a figure of impregnable 

rectitude, a ‘moderate’ who repudiated the ‘extremism’ of Tilak, and an 

appointed member of the Viceroy’s legislative council, the legislature of 

the central government. He had made a good impression, Morley told 

Minto.®° To Gokhale he stressed the importance of Congress support; 

its opposition would endanger reform.** 

The Viceroy and the Civilians could see the writing on the wall 

but they were anything but cowed. Minto rejected the reversal of par- 

tition. The Civilians turned their hand to ‘reform’. They were already 

disillusioned with the Councils Act of 1892: here was the chance to 

revise it. In the scheme they drafted, pride of place was given to a new 

Chamber of Princes (to influence opinion in Britain and India) and a 

‘native member’ of the Viceroy’s government (to prove the Indianness 

of the Raj). The ‘natural leaders’ of Indian society, they argued, were 

the chiefs, landholders, merchants and bankers. They had little sym- 

pathy for Congress-type reform. But the legislative councils of 1892 

had distorted the image of Indian opinion. Thirty-six per cent of coun- 

cil members had been lawyers, only 23 per cent landowners. Reform 
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should reverse this trend. It should also give Muslims their own seats 
in the councils.” 

The thinking behind these proposals was amplified in the 

Reforms Despatch sent off to London in March 1907. It was a remark- 

able manifesto of Civilian politics, perhaps the last great statement of 

Civilian ideology. It acknowledged that the Congress had done much 

to implant a sense of nationality across India, but insisted that most 

of the ‘educated class’ had little sympathy with its programme. It saw 

in Civilian rule the convergence of two great sources of authority: its 

inheritance from the Mughal past and its role as the trustee of ‘British 

principles’. The object of reform, it claimed, was to fuse them both in 

a ‘constitutional autocracy’: the Civilian Raj would ‘govern by rule’, 

merely reserving ‘the predominant and absolute power which it can 

only abdicate at the risk of bringing back the chaos to which our rule 

put an end’.®3 If the legislative councils were enlarged to represent ‘all 

the interests that are capable of being represented’, and if the electorate 

were refashioned to prevent its falling ‘into the hands of wire-pullers’, 

a great common interest could be built up between the Raj and the 

‘conservative classes’. ‘We are not without hope’, Minto’s government 

concluded, 

that in the course of a few years the constitution which we 

propose to establish will come to be regarded as a precious 

possession round which conservative sentiment will 

crystallise and will offer substantial opposition to any 

further change. We anticipate that the aristocratic elements 

in society and the moderate men, for whom there is at 

present little place in Indian politics, will range themselves 

by the side of government, and will oppose any further 

shifting in the balance of power and any attempt to 

democratise Indian institutions.*4 

The repudiation of the Congress demand for swifter progress towards 

self-government, and the admission to power of the anglo-literate class, 

could not have been blunter. 

Morley’s response to this provocative document was curiously 

tepid. He welcomed it, pressed the case for advisory councils in the 

provinces and remarked on the need for greater representation of 

European interests if the councils were enlarged. His caution was 
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understandable. Being seen to impose reform on the Indian government 

was risky. He was nervous of Anglo-India-at-Home and its furious cor- 

respondents. He knew that any constitutional scheme would have to 

navigate the parliamentary rapids in the House of Lords with its pha- 

lanx of former Viceroys. There Curzon lay in wait, and without the 

support of Lord Lansdowne (Viceroy 1888-92) Morley had little hope 

of winning over its Conservative majority. To make matters worse, 

his Indian ally, the Congress, was in disarray and threatened him with 

embarrassment. 

The Congress faced a syndrome all too familiar to colonial 

nationalists in the twentieth century. Their leverage on colonial rulers 

was usually increased by signs of general unrest. The official world 

became uneasy and more open to modest concession. But, if unrest 

challenged colonial power too openly, ‘Home’ opinion was quickly 

hardened against ‘agitators’ or ‘troublemakers’. Colonial officials made 

up lost ground by stigmatising their critics as rebels-in-the-making. 

Without organised mass support, nationalist leaders then faced the 

choice between promoting chaos or accepting impotence. After 1906, 

the Congress lurched dangerously towards this political impasse. The 

swadeshi agitation in Bengal radicalised bhadralok opinion and the 

local Congress supporters. It gave a chance to Congressmen from other 

provinces who favoured more ruthless tactics against the Civilian Raj: 

now they might swing the Congress behind them. In January 1907, 

B. G. Tilak launched his ‘New Party’ and attacked the policy of relying 

on British goodwill and Morley’s reformism. The remedy, he declared, 

‘is not petitioning but boycott’.85 Boycott was the way to shatter the 

illusion of British power, resting as it did on ‘our assistance’. For 

‘every Englishman knows that you are weak and they are strong... We 

have been deceived by such a policy so long.’®* After the Congress 

annual meeting in Calcutta in December 1906, it looked as if Tilak’s 

programme — boycotting military service, revenue collection and the 

administration of justice — would carry all before it.87 In 1907, there 

was serious unrest in the Punjab over land rights. In Bengal, young 

bhadralok activists turned to assassination and bomb-throwing.** This 
was hardly the right climate for Morley to force more reform on the gov- 

ernment of India than it had proposed itself. The established Congress 

leaders, for their part, were desperate to avoid the tag of extremism.®? 

The next annual meeting at Surat broke up in disorder. The leader- 

ship withdrew, and drafted its own manifesto, insisting on its loyalty 

and rejecting unconstitutional action. The following year at Allahabad, 
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a new Congress constitution was drawn up to repudiate the Tilakite 
heresy and declare that ‘colonial swaraj’ — self-government within the 
Empire on the ‘white dominion’ model — was the grand objective. The 
British helped by arresting Tilak for sedition and exiling him to Burma. 
His ‘party’ in the Congress broke up. The Punjab unrest was appeased. 

The Bengal bombing died down. The moderates regained control of the 

Congress and imposed their new ‘creed’.?° 

In this easier atmosphere, Morley, whose enthusiasm for reform 

had been ebbing, was able to insist on two crucial principles which the 

Civilians had hoped to bury. The new enlarged councils in the provinces 

would have ‘unofficial majorities’: a predominance of members who 

were not required (as were official members) to vote with the govern- 

ment as a condition of their place. Secondly, Morley insisted, against 

the Civilians’ prejudice, that a substantial proportion of the unoffi- 

cials would be chosen by electorates, not selected by interest groups. 

This, together with the provision that Indians could be appointed to 

the Viceroy’s executive council, was the heart of the ‘Morley-Minto’ 

reforms. A new political order seemed in the making. The Congress 

received the prospect with enthusiasm. Morley, said Surendranath 

Banerjea, was the ‘Simon de Montfort of India’.?' The Congressmen 

looked forward to filling the lion’s share of seats in the new provincial 

councils. With more liberal rules on debate and interpellation in the 

council chambers, they hoped for gradual progress towards a quasi- 

parliamentary constitution. At the very least, Morley had blocked the 

Civilians’ project for a ‘constitutional autocracy’ based on the part- 

nership of princes and landowners. But it soon became clear that the 

triumph of ‘British Indian nationalism’ was far from complete. 

The stalemate 

The struggle over the reforms had been fought on two levels and 

between several parties. At the imperial level, it had been a trial of 

strength between London and Simla, between Morley and the Viceroy’s 

Civilian government. Morley had been determined to bring the Civil- 

ians to heel. ‘It is not you or I who are responsible for [Indian] unrest’, 

he told the Viceroy irritably in June 1908, ‘but the over-confident, over- 

worked Tchinovniks who have had India in their hands for fifty years 

past.’?* Morley had insisted on a Royal Commission to decentralise the 

Indian government and chose as Minto’s successor the diplomat Lord 
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Hardinge (closely involved in negotiating the Anglo-Russian entente) 

to underline that the days of Curzonism were over. The Viceroy’s gov- 

ernment, remarked Morley’s under-secretary, and perhaps at his sug- 

gestion, had acted as his ‘agent’ in making the reforms (a description 

received badly in Simla).93 Implicit in Morley’s whole policy was not so 

much the graceful acceptance of Indian claims as the deliberate exten- 

sion of London’s control. It was entirely in keeping with this that, 

while he pressed for unofficial majorities in the provincial councils, he 

bluntly rejected one at the Indian centre (on the Viceroy’s legislative 

council) where India’s budget and its military spending were settled. In 

the strange constitutional minuet it danced to keep London at bay, it 

had been the Viceroy’s government that had proposed this seemingly 

radical innovation.*4 

In the Indian arena the contest was much more confused. The 

old struggle between the Civilians and Congress had widened out. The 

partition of Bengal had shown the potential of mobilising support on 

a larger scale and with a more emotive programme. Much of Tilak’s 

‘new party’ plan was soon to be revived by Gandhi. For the moment, 

this tendency had been checked by a tacit alliance between the British 

and the Congress moderates. There was one significant exception. The 

Congress attack on partition had infuriated its main beneficiaries, the 

Muslims of East Bengal. In 1906, their sympathisers in North India 

formed the All-India Muslim League. Since Muslim loyalty was vital 

to British rule across much of Northern India (especially in the United 

Provinces and Punjab), the embattled Civilians looked kindly on these 

likely allies. At a time of rising tension between Britain and Ottoman 

Turkey, Morley had extra reasons for conceding the Muslim demand 

for separate seats on the councils. ‘The Mahomedans’, he told Parlia- 

ment, ‘have a special and overwhelming claim upon us.’?’ But, overall, 

the surge of political unrest unleashed in 1905 produced a curiously 

indecisive result in which none of the interested parties — London, the 

Civilians, the Congress ‘moderates’, the ‘extremists’ or the Muslims 

(partition was reversed in 1911) — gained a clear advantage. 

But, for the time being, it was the Civilians who carried off most 

of the spoils. As in 1892, London had been obliged to delegate the ‘small 

print’ of reform to the local officials. But, since the small print included 

choosing electors and electorates, and deciding the membership of the 

provincial councils, its importance was very large. The Civilians once 

more took full advantage. Minto and his advisers had disliked the 

idea of elections, but there was another string to their bow. ‘We shall 
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have to trust to a careful creation of electorates’, said the Viceroy 
coolly.?° And so they did. This creativity ensured that, in Bengal, out of 

twenty-six elective ‘constituencies’, perhaps only four could have been 

won by Congress and (in 1912-13) only three were won.97 The same 

tactic brought disillusion in the United Provinces. ‘They... are just 

the opposite of reforms’, Motilal Nehru reported angrily. ‘The avowed 

object of the so-called reforms is to destroy the influence of the educated 

classes.’9* The effects were soon seen. The provincial budget debate in 

1910 was ‘a farce’, as a crowd of unofficial members stood up not 

to challenge the government ‘but to praise it.2? Nor were the Civilians 

content with new allies in the councils. They armed themselves with 

fresh weapons against attack in the press. Provincial governments were 

given wide powers to close down papers on grounds of sedition'®° and 

were encouraged to subsidise ‘selected loyal vernacular newspapers’.'°! 

The new Department of Criminal Intelligence stepped up the scale of 

political surveillance.*°* There was little to choose between ‘extremists’ 

and ‘moderates’, said the Civilian in charge.'® It was little wonder that 

a senior official could say in 1910, after five years of upheaval, that, in 

his province at least, ‘the executive has never been stronger’.'°4 

Nor was this all. The Civilians had been put on the defensive 

by Morley’s alliance with the Congress moderates. But they were deter- 

mined to recast Indian politics along lines of their own choosing. One 

symptom was Minto’s appeasement of the Indian princes whom he 

promised to free from the strict supervision imposed by Curzon.'°5 The 

next step was more daring. It was decided to reverse the partition of 

Bengal to which the whole Hindu elite remained bitterly hostile. But the 

quid pro quo would be the removal of the Indian capital from the ‘dis- 

loyal’ city of Calcutta to Delhi. Here was a partial if belated fulfilment 

of Curzon’s vision. The centre of Indian politics would be shifted from 

the hectic lowlands of Bengal to the loyal heartlands of Upper India. 

From Delhi, the Raj would assert its link to the Indian past, its legacy 

from the Mughals, and the permanence of its rule.'°° A new imperial 

city was planned, to echo the Mughal foundations at Fatehpur Sikri 

and Shahjahanbad. At the grandiose Delhi Durbar in 1911, attended 

by the new King-Emperor George V, the public fealty of the Indian 

princes formed the climax of the ceremony. What better riposte to the 

pretensions of ‘babw’ politics? 
This new ‘Delhi Raj’ had still wider implications. In 1908, the 

-Civilians smothered the inquiry that Morley had launched into admin- 

istrative decentralisation. The Financial Secretary dismissed financial 
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devolution as a dream.'°7 The commission accepted his view. Three 

years later, as the new political landscape took form, decentralisation 

began to look more attractive. In the famous ‘Delhi Despatch’ of 1911, 

the new Viceroy, Lord Hardinge, sketched out a novel constitutional 

framework. Power was to be devolved increasingly to provincial gov- 

ernments and, indirectly, to the provincial councils and their carefully 

constructed ‘electorates’.‘©? But none of this was meant to upset the 

ability of the central government to meet its imperial obligations, pay 

the imperial dividend and impose, if necessary, the ultimate sanction of 

coercive power. In its new imperial enclave in Delhi, magnificently free 

from provincial distractions, buoyed up by feudal loyalty, confidently 

manipulating the levers and limits of provincial politics, the Civilian 

Raj would remain: indispensable and irremovable. 

In the last years of peace, there was little time to test the new 

model Raj. Morley’s successor in London, Lord Crewe, brusquely ruled 

out the parliamentary future on which the Congress moderates had 

pinned their hopes. ‘Fancy a Liberal Secretary of State... proclaiming 

the impossibility of Self-Government for the Indian people on the 

ground of their race’, said Srinavasa Sastri sadly.*°? The Congress lead- 

ers grumbled but made the best of it. The reforms had reversed the 

growing estrangement between British and Indians; they were benefi- 

cial for all their defects; they had revived the ‘drooping spirits’ of the 

constitutional party.''° The Delhi Despatch held out hope for provin- 

cial autonomy.''' Perhaps fiscal autonomy might be granted.‘'? The 

Congress goal remained ‘an autonomous Government...under the 

suzerainty of the most powerful and progressive of modern nations’.!%3 

It was only the onset of war that changed the mood. ‘In Europe the war 

of nations, now in progress, will knock off the last weights of mediaeval 

domination of one man over many, of one race over another’, declared 

the Congress president hopefully in December 1914.''4 A new phase 

of the political struggle was about to begin. 

The idea of India 

Behind the slogans, schemes and manoeuvres of these decades lay a 

deeper issue: the idea of India. In an age of such furious change — in 

communications technology, geopolitical assumptions, social mobility, 

cultural hierarchy, religious allegiance, economic structure, political 



213 / ‘Un-British rule’ in ‘Anglo-India’ 

order —-in India and beyond, it was hardly surprising that the sub- 
continent evoked widely different and sharply contested visions of its 
political and cultural future. The idea of India was being made and re- 
made with exceptional urgency. New formulas were concocted. New 
audiences were sought. The stakes were rising. 

In London, the official and semi-official idea of India was pre- 

dictably instrumental. As India grew more valuable, the costs of instabil- 

ity went up, and imperial supervision became more rigorous. If India’s 

relative economic importance had slipped with the huge growth of 

British trade and investment in the Americas after 1900, it was still the 

largest export market for Britain’s largest export. London’s oversight 

(rather than Civilian rule) was Lancashire’s guarantee of an open door 

for its cotton products. The continuing expansion of Indian trade and 

the ever-growing frequency of its communications with Britain sug- 

gested that India’s place in the British pattern of trade, investment and 

payments was as important as ever. On the geostrategic front, the trend 

seemed even stronger. London’s view of India had always been refracted 

through the prism of its military assets. India was the strategic reserve 

for the British system east (and sometimes west) of Suez. In 1899, 

(British) troops rushed from India (not distant Britain) had stopped 

the Boer dash for the sea and staved off disaster in the early phase of 

the South African War. As the division of the world into spheres and 

colonies speeded up, and the geopolitics of partition spread across Asia, 

geostrategic control over India came to seem more and more critical to 

the British world-system. This was the point of Curzon’s address on 

‘India’s place in the Empire’. This was the point made by The Times 

in 1911, when it drew the connection between command of India and 

command of the sea. ‘India stands right across the greatest highway 

in the world’, it proclaimed (with some hyperbole). ‘It is the centre of 

the East... The Power which holds India must of necessity command 

the sea. Supreme sea-power would be as difficult to maintain without 

control of India, as control of India without command of the sea. It 

is... the centre of Imperial defence.’™’S 

Of course, the view from London was heavily coloured by the 

vision of oriental backwardness so skilfully promoted in the literature 

of Anglo-India. But implicit in London’s ‘idea’ was an unsentimental 

regard for India’s utility and an indifference to those intra-Indian affairs 

that had no imperial significance. The Civilians would be backed to 

the hilt if India’s imperial ‘duty’ was threatened by its politicians. But 
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London might be willing to cooperate with ‘loyal’ Indian ‘moderates’, 

especially at the provincial level where its interests were not at risk. 

There was always the claque of Anglo-India’s friends at home to face. 

But, if the Civilian regime seemed a bar to modernising India imperially, 

or to the partnership of its native elites in some larger imperial purpose, 

it might yet find its privileges cut down by the London government. 

Before 1914, for all the sound and fury of Morley’s reforms, there was 

little sign of this. The Civilians could not be replaced as the guardians 

of the imperial stake while its strategic component was growing so 

remorselessly in value. 

Hence, perhaps, the continuing vigour and confidence with 

which the Civilians’ idea of India was propagated. The Civilians had 

had to come to terms since the 1880s with the growth of an educated 

class and with a vociferous press, both of which challenged the dogmas 

of its rule. Their reaction had been to emphasise, by ‘scientific’ inquiry 

and with wider publicity, their vision of India as a cultural and political 

mosaic, a riot of castes, communities, religions and races, teetering on 

the brink of violent disorder. More pragmatically, they modified their 

bureaucratic despotism by limited devolution at local level and by the 

careful definition of interest groups with privileged access to authority 

and (after 1892) with seats on provincial councils. Under pressure from 

Congress and London, this idea had expanded into something more 

grandiose: India as a confederacy knit together by Civilian rule and 

the neo-feudal loyalty of its landed classes. With provincial devolution, 

‘conservative’ (rather than ‘Congress’) India would be brought to the 

fore. The educated class would be revealed as one community among 

many, special perhaps in its claims, but not dominant in its influence. 

The horizontal and vertical links in this emergent India would remain 

under Civilian control. An untrammelled authority at the Indian centre 

would ensure that the Civilian Raj could pay the imperial dividend, the 

secret of its lease of power from London. In the meantime, it made sense 

for the Raj to identify itself more openly with Indian interests, where 

the ‘dividend’ was not involved. In 1913, the Viceroy, Lord Hardinge, 

expressed his government’s sympathy for the Ottoman Empire (reel- 

ing from its Balkan defeats) as a fellow ‘Muhammadan power’.''® He 

promised to take up the grievances of Indian communities in settler 

Africa.''? ‘Anglo-India’ and ‘Indian-India’ would be reconciled. 

On the Congress politicians the travails of political struggle 

since the 1880s had also left their mark. But to a remarkable extent the 
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core of their programme survived unchanged. Like European national- 
ists, the Congress leaders saw in the educated class a proxy for the 

nation. They saw themselves as trustees of the Indian idea. Their 

vision of India was (politically at least) to remake it along Gladsto- 

nian lines. The object of the Congress, declared its president in 1912, 

was ‘to create a nation’ whose citizens would be ‘members of a world- 

wide empire’. ‘Our great aim is to make the British Government the 

National Government of the British Indian people.’''® India was to 

be a British Indian nation, inspired by the ideals of British-style Lib- 

eralism. The apparatus of the Raj would be the scaffolding of Indian 

nationhood, just as the adoption of British values would be the secret 

of self-rule. Pressing the old case for easier Indian entry into the ranks 

of the Civilians, Motilal Nehru insisted that, even if Indian candidates 

were locally chosen, they should still be sent to Britain to complete 

their education: ‘to acquire those characteristics which are essentially 

British and... absolutely necessary in the interests of good government 

in India’.‘'? It was ‘axiomatic’, he went on, that the administration in 

India ‘must have a pronounced British tone and character and too much 

stress cannot be laid on Indians acquiring that character as a habit’.'*° 

It was no accident that Motilal sent his son (Jawaharlal) to Harrow and 

Cambridge: he was meant for the Civil Service, not Congress. 

In retrospect, we can see that each of these ideas of India 

received in this period a decisive check. By 1914 they were all at stale- 

mate. A new cadre of imperially minded Indians, ready and willing 

to do India’s imperial duty, was the white hope of advanced opinion 

in Britain. If the British world-system was not to weaken or stagnate, 

India’s contribution must grow greater, its role more dynamic, its lead- 

ers more receptive to their imperial task. In reality, there was not the 

smallest sign that the most moderate of the Indian moderates would 

agree to India’s existing imperial burdens once self-government was 

granted. Like it or not, London would find itself bound to the Civilian 

Raj. The unofficial ties of sympathy between the Imperial centre and its 

Indian friends would be fretted by this dilemma. As for the Civilians, 

their hope of embedding their rule in Indian sympathies, fusing their 

autocracy with Indian conservatism, had (as it turned out) little chance 

of success. It depended too heavily upon stifling the appeal of Indian 

nationalism in the educated class and on rallying new groups and inter- 

ests to provincial institutions without the means to satisfy their wants. 

For the ‘British Indian nationalists’ of the Congress, the future was just 
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as gloomy. Indeed, they were trapped in a paradox. Without mobilising 

a larger following (the course rejected in 1907) they had little hope of a 

breakthrough at the provincial (let alone the All-India) level. Without 

wresting more power and patronage from the Civilians, they had few 

means of widening the appeal of the ‘manly liberalism’ they espoused. 

When the dust had settled on the Morley-Minto reforms, that much 

was clear. 

To an extent only dimly glimpsed before 1914, the political 

ground was heaving beneath them all. A fourth idea of India was in the 

making. It was less the dream of an Indian state than the anxious search 

for Indian community. Its prophet was Gandhi, whose Hind Swaraj 

(1909) brusquely rejected Western civilisation and Congress ideology in 

favour of a spiritual India of self-sufficient villages. Outside the formal 

world of Civilian rule and Congress politics, a host of new interests 

was emerging. Hindu sabhas,'** Muslims,*** caste associations, leagues 

of peasants,'*3 even groups of workers, sought a new solidarity or 

defended an old. In Bengal'*4 and Madras,'*5 new social ambitions 

were afoot in the countryside. Congress’s ‘British India’ meant little 

to such men. Regional interests and communal identities were much 

more pressing. Whom they would follow and to what effect were as 

yet unknown. The answers would come much sooner than anyone 

expected. 



r THE WEAKEST LINK: BRITAIN IN 
SOUTH AFRICA 

In South Africa, the bond of empire was weaker and the strains on it 

much greater than in other colonies of settlement. The European whites 

were predominantly non-British; the indigenous blacks more numerous 

and resilient. The frontier wars of conquest lasted longer, were fought 

with greater ferocity and spread out over a whole sub-continent. For 

much of the nineteenth century, South Africa was viewed in London 

as a hybrid region: a composite of settler and ‘native’ states. Imperial 

policy veered unpredictably between a ‘Canadian’ solution of settler 

self-government and the ‘Indian’ solution of direct control — at least 

over the large zones where autonomous black communities survived. 

Partly as a result, on the white side certainly, the ‘Imperial Factor’ was 

regarded with profound mistrust. 

South Africa was likely to be an awkward element in the impe- 

rial system at the best of times. The sub-continent was stuck in its own 

version of Catch-22. As long as the struggle between whites and blacks 

continued there could be no hope of devolving imperial authority to 

a settler government on the model of Canada, the Australian colonies 

or (most relevantly) New Zealand. The whites were too divided; and 

the blacks were too strong to be contained without the help of imperial 

troops. But every imperial effort to promote settler unity and impose 

a common policy towards black peoples and rulers roused fresh white 

animosity against London’s ‘dictation’ — especially among the Afrikaner 

(or Boer) majority. Suspicion of the Imperial Factor was the main cause 

of South Africa’s peculiar fragmented state structure, with its division 

between two colonies, two Boer republics and a scattering of black 

territories, some in direct relations with London through the High 
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Commissioner in Cape Town, who doubled as the Cape Colony’s gov- 

ernor. But, in the late nineteenth century, South Africa turned into 

something more than a tiresome frontier province of the Empire. It 

became the arena where the political and strategic cohesion of the 

British world-system was tested to its limit. 

There were several reasons for this. In the 1880s, South African 

politics were transformed by the new wealth from diamonds and gold. 

The rapid growth of the mineral economy sucked in foreign capital 

and sharpened the competition for trade between the South African 

states. But its most disturbing effect was to create uncertainty about the 

geopolitical orientation of the whole region. With its gold revenues and 

commercial leverage as the great inland market, the autonomous Boer 

republic in the Transvaal now had the means to strike free from British 

paramountcy, dragging the rest of Southern Africa with it. But it also 
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ran the risk of being inundated by foreign (mainly British) immigrants 
attracted by its new prosperity. If that were to happen, the Transvaal 

would become British by default, pulling the Afrikaners of the interior 

back into Britain’s orbit, and making South Africa another Canada. The 

stakes were high. By the 1890s, the grand problem of South African 

politics seemed about to be settled. But no one could be sure what the 

outcome would be. 

What made this regional issue into an imperial question was 

the intersection of South Africa’s economic revolution with two wider 

political forces. The fate of the Transvaal, and of South Africa, turned 

(or so it seemed) upon the treatment of the immigrant British, or 

Uitlanders. The Transvaal was the high water mark of British migration, 

the demographic imperialism that had served so well to extend British 

influence, power and wealth. Kruger’s republic fiercely resisted the 

habitual demand of British communities overseas for political and cul- 

tural predominance as the self-appointed standard-bearers of progress. 

But, in doing so, it set itself against a tide of British ethnic national- 

ism then approaching its peak. As a result, the Transvaal’s relations 

with Britain and the rest of South Africa became entangled in the bitter 

ethnic rivalry of Afrikaners and ‘English’ (the usual term for British 

settlers in South Africa) in the prelude to war in 1899. Worse still, 

at the very moment when economic change was maximising political 

uncertainty, South Africa became the focus of imperial rivalry. As the 

new geopolitics of partition extended ever more widely across the Afro- 

Asian world, Britain’s claim to regional supremacy in Southern Africa, 

languidly asserted since 1815, became critical to her strategic interests 

and world power status. This sudden conjuncture of ethnic, economic 

and geopolitical tensions turned South Africa, almost overnight, from 

a colonial backwater into the most volatile quarter of the Victorian 

empire. 

This was the setting for the prolonged struggle over the polit- 

ical control of Southern Africa which reached its crisis between 1895 

and 1909. To all the main protagonists, cabinet ministers, proconsuls, 

British settlers, blacks and Boers, interests of fundamental importance 

seemed at stake: imperial safety, economic progress, personal liberty, 

political freedom, cultural survival. In the longer view, the outcome of 

the struggle, the unification of South Africa as a self-governing, British 

dominion rather than its secession, or balkanisation into competing 

states, created a vital adjunct of British world power in the century 



220 / Towards ‘The Sceptre of the World’ 

of global wars. But the more immediate question, as Southern Africa 

entered its time of troubles, was whether imperial power could reshape 

the sub-continent to its own design even at the point of the bayonet. 

The lessons of the South African past were not encouraging. 

Supremacy or stalemate 

The British seized the Cape from the Dutch in 1795, returned it, and 

took it again for good in 1806. The halfway house to India could not 

be left in the hands of an enfeebled client of France, which the Nether- 

lands had become. For the British, what mattered was Table Bay and 

the naval base at Simonstown on the Indian Ocean side of Cape Point. 

But this southern Gibraltar had a straggling hinterland. Beyond the 

mountains around Cape Town lay a sprawling, thinly populated pas- 

toral colony that stretched away for seven hundred miles to the north. 

Wandering trekboers lived by transhumance and practised slavery." 

On the Cape’s eastern frontier they had clashed since the 1770s with 

Nguni (or Xhosa) peoples moving south in search of pastures. Even 

before British rule began, friction between Boer frontiersmen and the 

colonial authorities in Cape Town had sparked a local rebellion.* After 

1806, British efforts to pacify the frontier, reduce their military costs 

and outlaw slavery compounded Boer resentment at alien rule and its 

anglicising tendency. 

Already there were early signs of the imperial dilemma. Should 

the British push forward and take control of the turbulent zone where 

whites and blacks raided and counter-raided? Could they impose a 

real separation between the quarrelsome frontier communities? Were 

Boer and black misdeeds to be punished with an even hand? Should 

the colonial government in Cape Town seek treaty partners among the 

Xhosa chiefs and extend protection to its African allies? Behind all this 

was the question of whether control of the South African Cape required 

command of the South African interior. But, after 1836, it was no longer 

just a matter of the Eastern Cape and its border wars. The British had 

to define their imperial interest across the whole sub-continent. 

For by that time a double revolution was transforming the 

nature of the imperial problem. The drastic consolidation of the Zulu 

state under Shaka (c.1787-1828) had released a huge wave of demo- 

graphic turmoil affecting much of modern South Africa and beyond: 
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the mfecane or ‘crushing’. Communities and tribes were disrupted, 
defeated and displaced. As Shaka’s victims sought safety beyond his 
reach, they invaded new neighbourhoods and provoked fresh conflicts. 
Over a vast swathe of the interior highveld, the mfecane unleashed a 
chaotic process of forced migration and ethnic conflict. As old commu- 
nities fragmented, rival leaders competed to build a following, claim 

land and assert their rule. The effects were felt all along the porous 

frontier of the Cape. As a result, white traders, trekkers and mission- 

aries, as well as runaway slaves and servants, moved easily into the 

masterless realm beyond the Orange. Then, in the later 1830s, a large 

movement of Cape farmers from the embattled Eastern Province — some 

15,000 between 1834 and 1840 — trekked north and east to found a 

Boer republic in Natal. Between them, the mfecane and the Great Trek 

sucked the Colony’s human frontier deep into the interior. In a few 

short years, the zone of imperial concern had been driven north from 

the Orange to the Limpopo, and was on its way to the Zambezi. 

To a succession of governors in Cape Town, the case for extend- 

ing their imperial mandate over the whole sub-continent seemed unan- 

swerable. The Cape’s strategic value would be lost if any harbour in 

the region was controlled by independent whites: sooner or later they 

would solicit the presence of a foreign power. On this argument, Natal, 

with its magnificent port, was annexed in 1844, persuading the dis- 

gruntled trekkers to seek republican freedom on the interior highveld. 

Maritime supremacy was easy enough. But there was also a case for 

dogging the steps of the emigrant Boers wherever they went. For it soon 

became clear that the wars of expansion between the trekkers and rival 

statebuilders in the mfecane aftermath — like the Sotho ruler Moshesh 

or the Griqua captains Kok and Waterboer+ — destabilised the whole 

frontier. Endless border wars forced up the imperial garrison but held 

back the Cape Colony’s commercial and political growth. Without an 

inland paramountcy to impose order on all its warring communities, 

the sub-continent would remain a costly colonial backwater, a constant 

embarrassment to the humanitarian conscience and an inconvenient, 

perhaps dangerous, drain on the scarce resource of military power. 

The argument was persuasive but the means were lacking. Gov- 

ernor after governor claimed that peace and plenty would follow an 

extended paramountcy. One proposed an elaborate scheme of treaties, 

magistrates and police beyond the Orange.’ Three years later, Sir Harry 

Smith swept aside chiefly rule in Xhosaland and annexed the whole 
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northern frontier up to the Vaal, to bring the Boers back under British 

rule. ‘My position’, he declared in a revealing analogy, 

has been analogous to that of every Governor General who 

has proceeded to India. All have been fully impressed with 

the weakness of that Policy which extended the Company’s 

possessions... [FJew... especially the men of more gifted 

talents, have ever resigned... without having done that, 

which... circumstances demanded and imperatively 

imposed upon them. Such has been my case.° 

The Colonial Secretary gave reluctant sanction: enlargement, he said, 

was inevitable.”? But, in 1851, after spending millions, the Colonial 

Office called a halt. The Boers were in revolt. The Eighth Xhosa War, 

provoked by Smith’s policy, had been a military shambles hastily aban- 

doned by Smith’s successor. Further north, the Zulu state still loomed 

over the tiny colony in Natal. With black resistance unbroken, further 

coercion of the independent Boers beyond the Orange was politically 

futile and militarily dangerous. London made the best of a bad job. In 

1852-4, in the conventions of Sand River and Bloemfontein, it con- 

ceded the Boer republics practical autonomy and patched up peace on 

the Cape frontier. A further advance under Governor Grey aimed to 

incorporate the whole border zone between the Cape’s eastern frontier 

and Natal. It was aborted by the outbreak of the Indian Mutiny, and the 

hasty removal of much of Grey’s force, and then by the deepening crisis 

in New Zealand to where Grey himself was transferred — although not 

before the great Xhosa cattle-killing of 1857 (a despairing act of self- 

immolation) had allowed him to push the settler frontier forward to the 

river Kei.® But, for nearly twenty years, the Imperial Factor withdrew 

from the South African interior, on the argument that, with the coast 

(mostly) under British control, the inland republics were no threat to the 

strategic command that was the ultima ratio of the imperial presence. 

The ‘conventions policy’ was a grudging recognition of the 

underlying weakness vitiating all attempts to make the sub-continent 

as ‘British’ as Canada or Australia, or to master it imperially as the 

British had mastered India. The Imperial government would not finance 

a vast campaign of territorial conquest in Southern Africa. There (as 

elsewhere) imperial expansion waited on local agents to create a frame- 

work of information, order and opportunity: without it, reinforcements 
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of capital and manpower were hard to attract. Nor was British military 
power a decisive weapon without the follow-through of local force. 
But, in South Africa, the coastal colonies in the Cape and Natal were 
cripplingly weak. They had no great staples like timber, wheat or wool 
(though wool came closest), attracted few migrants and borrowed little 
capital. Overland transport was costly and slow. The interior yielded 
few commodities. The commercial energy that drove forward the settler 

frontier elsewhere was in short supply. Asa settler society, South Africa 

was a pale shadow of Canada. Nor, despite Sir Harry Smith, could it be 

a second India. There was no peasant economy to tax, no sepoy army to 

recruit, and no means to pay for the ‘hire’ of imperial troops — the three 

conditions which had allowed Anglo-Indian sub-imperialism to flour- 

ish unchecked by London’s veto. Far from being the dominant force 

in Southern Africa, the coastal colonies found themselves in frustrating 

equipoise with the interior states, white and black. Black societies could 

be harassed and threatened, but they were mobile, resilient and difficult 

to incorporate — partly because, in the primitive state of the colonial 

economy, that meant seizing their land by force and conscripting their 

labour. The Boer republics were an even harder nut to crack. 

It was easy to mistake the crudity of the Boer states for weak- 

ness. But the Boers had developed a highly effective means of ‘primitive 

accumulation’ to complement their social and military system.? On the 

highveld grassland and around its margins, their horse-borne mobility 

and firepower allowed them to capture African cattle, land and labour 

far more easily than in the dense bush and deep valleys of the old Cape 

borderlands. The Boer states existed to seize this wealth and redistribute 

it among their citizen-warriors organised into the key unit of their social 

and political life, the commando. The Boer elite were the commandants 

who had first pick of the spoils and on whose military prowess their 

followers depended. Boer institutions may have been simple,*® but their 

pastoral economy, drawing labour and foodcrops from black depen- 

dants, allowed a thinly spread but highly effective occupation of the 

highveld to be imposed in less than twenty years. Boer warfare was per- 

fectly adapted to the open veld. Against it, the square and the infantry 

charge, the standard British tactics, were largely ineffective. 

Stalemate was thus the rule in South African politics. When the 

British tried again to break it in the 1870s, the outcome was crushing 

failure. Once more, the reason for a forward move was the chorus of 

settler and official alarm at growing black resistance in the cockpit of 
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peoples between the Cape, Natal and the Boer republics. Once more the 

blame was laid on disunity and competition among the whites. Federal 

union of the white settler states, British and Boer, favoured by Cape 

governors as the acceptable face of annexation, was endorsed by official 

opinion in London.'! Cape Colony was given Responsible (self-) Gov- 

ernment in 1872 in the hope that its leaders would take up the federal 

cause. They refused, fearing that the whole burden of frontier control 

would fall on them. The Colonial Secretary, Lord Carnarvon, turned 

instead to the junior colony, Natal, and to Sir Theophilus Shepstone.'* 

Shepstone was the son of a British settler in the Eastern Cape. He 

became an official interpreter and, in the border warfare of the 1830s, 

rose quickly to be the government’s spokesman among the Xhosa chiefs. 

By 1846, he was ‘diplomatic agent’ to the Africans in Natal and to the 

Zulu kingdom beyond the Tugela. A large, impassive, secretive man, 

Shepstone became the uncrowned king of Natal. He was an imperial 

official, but a colonial patriot: an unrelenting Natal sub-imperialist, a 

proto-Rhodes without the diamonds. His aim was to build a greater 

Natal: to find new ‘locations’ for its blacks; to free more land for its 

whites; to annex the northern coast; to control the northern trade to the 

Zambezi; to conquer Zululand. Carnarvon’s rebuff at the Cape gave 

him his chance, for London was now willing to throw the Imperial 

Factor and its army into his puny settler bridgehead. Natal would be 

the springboard for colonial federation. Shepstone’s local influence, his 

mastery of frontier politics, his command of ‘native policy’, made him 

the obvious choice as the new supremo of the northern interior. At 

first all went well. Worsted in its war against the Pedi, the Transvaal 

in 1876 was bankrupt, divided and demoralised. Shepstone talked its 

dejected president into surrendering independence and conjured up a 

petition for annexation which he declared in February 1877.'3 The Pedi 

were defeated with imperial help.'¢ Then, in the second stage of Shep- 

stone’s grand design, the army Carnarvon had sent invaded Zululand, 

and (after the disaster at Isandhlwana) decisively broke its power. In 

a single forward movement, the British had broken the cycle of frus- 

tration and transformed the geopolitics of Southern Africa. Or so it 

seemed. 

The moment of triumph was short. There was barely time 

to broach federation before the Transvaal Boers began to throw off 

their new colonial state with its courts and taxes. Paul Kruger’s fame 

as a frontier fighter made him the natural leader of revolt. With the 
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shattering of Zulu and Pedi power, caution was redundant. In 1880, 
colonial control in the Transvaal crumbled rapidly. At Majuba, in 
February 1881, Boer commandos destroyed the imperial force sent to 

uphold annexation, killing General Colley, the high commissioner for 

South East Africa. With this fiasco, the Gladstone government threw 

in the towel, intimidated by reports that to prolong the struggle would 

unite Afrikaners in the Cape and Orange Free State against them.’ With 

the Convention of Pretoria they scrapped the Transvaal’s annexation 

and threw away the federal plan. Shepstone and Natal had been broken 

reeds. The coalition of colonial and imperial power had never materi- 

alised. As in 1848-52, the Imperial Factor had come, failed and gone. 

The interior had kept its autonomy: London fell back on its old strategy 

of coastline control. But its hand in the sub-continent was now much 

weaker than before. A self-governing Cape Colony, with its (white) 

Afrikaner majority, was a sandy foundation for imperial influence. The 

final demolition of black independence (though not of all resistance) — 

the by-product of forward policy in 1878-80 — left the Boer republics 

much stronger by default.1‘° And, by the mid-1880s, French and 

German influence had begun to arrive in the region. 

Kruger versus Rhodes 

The Convention of Pretoria in 1881 settled the terms on which the 

Transvaal was to regain its freedom. The British withdrew, but not 

unconditionally. The Transvalers were forced to acknowledge British 

‘suzerainty’ — a detached oversight of their internal affairs — and impe- 

rial control of their foreign relations. They were encumbered with 

debts and, most galling of all, forbidden to encroach on remaining 

African territory inside or outside the Transvaal boundary. The mis- 

treatment of Africans within the Transvaal could be reported to the 

British resident.!7 It was hardly surprising that, when Kruger became 

the Transvaal president in 1883, he was determined to cut down 

the scope for imperial meddling and regain the old republican free- 

dom conferred in 1852. He had little choice. The social economy of 

the Transvaal Boers was inimical to fixed boundaries. The acquisi- 

tion of fresh land for speculation was the chief means of accumulat- 

ing wealth in an underdeveloped pastoral economy. ‘Encroachment 

has been their very life’, observed Lord Salisbury, the scion of an 
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encroaching aristocracy.'!® Indeed, the Convention had hardly been 

signed before groups of burghers began to push their way on to African 

land to east and west, threatening a new round of frontier disturbance 

and missionary outrage. 

As Kruger sensed, the British position was getting weaker and 

their grip on the interior more tenuous. They had no will to confront the 

Boer filibusters and by 1883 scarcely any means. By 1883, the imperial 

garrison in South Africa was a mere 2,100 men. Besieged by Egyptian 

anxieties, the Gladstone cabinet had no appetite for quixotic adventures 

on the highveld. Most of all, senior ministers in London were now con- 

vinced that a false move in Southern Africa would unite all Afrikaners 

against them, wrecking what remained of imperial paramountcy and 

putting the Cape’s strategic function at risk.'? They dared not coerce the 

Transvaal Boers and needed Kruger’s help in settling the frontier dis- 

putes. So, when Kruger came to London in 1883, it seemed a foregone 

conclusion that he would get his way and regain the ‘independence’ 

conceded in 1852. 

Indeed, the Transvaal president got much of what he wanted 

and might have got more. In the new Convention of 1884, British 

oversight of African interests disappeared. So did all reference to 

‘suzerainty’, though the bar to diplomatic freedom (and thus full inde- 

pendence) remained. The Transvaal was allowed to resume the grandil- 

oquent title of ‘South African Republic’. But, in return, Kruger made 

a fateful concession. He agreed to leave a corridor of land between 

the Transvaal and the Kalahari desert under British protection. This 

green strip, with its forage for oxen, was the ‘Road to the North’, the 

vital link between Cape Colony and the great unopened hinterland of 

Zambezia beyond the Limpopo. At the last minute, the High 

Commissioner in Cape Town had persuaded the Cape ministers to 

share the costs of British rule, and tipped the balance against surren- 

der to Kruger’s territorial demands. When later the Cape reneged and 

the Transvaal Boers violated the new boundary, an embarrassed gov- 

ernment in London had no choice but to expel them by force and to 

assume the administrative burden of a Bechuanaland protectorate it 

had refused to consider before the Convention. 

Part of Kruger’s logic in accepting the western frontier of 1884 

had been the urgency of debt relief - London’s carrot.*° Even in the 

mid-1880s, the Transvaal had not thrown off the spectre of bankruptcy. 

Its annual revenues were puny: the Cape’s were fifteen times as great. 
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On any-reckoning, the new republic was an impoverished backwater, 
a threadbare ruffian on the fringe of empire. Its nuisance value was 
local, not imperial. Kruger had reasserted the old autonomy of the 

South African interior but its persistent economic weakness remained. 

Then, in 1886, the discovery of the great gold reef on the Witwaters- 

rand signalled a drastic reversal of fortune. Within four years, the 

Transvaal’s gold production was worth nearly £2 million a year. By 

1892, its revenues had reached half the Cape figure.*! Six years later 

they were almost equal. The danger of bankruptcy (and political implo- 

sion) vanished. Rising land values created a wealthy ruling class. With 

commercial concessions to distribute, Kruger could build a patronage 

state among the Transvaal whites and complete the subjugation of the 

Transvaal blacks. He could construct a railway to Delagoa Bay. With 

open access to the outside world and a gold economy, the half-promise 

of 1884 could become the whole-hog of republican freedom. 

Historians have made much of the ‘mineral revolution’ which 

blew away the old assumptions of imperial strategy and made the rebel- 

lious Transvaal the strongest state on the sub-continent. In fact, South- 

ern Africa had not one mineral revolution but two. The diamond rush 

at Kimberley came first (from 1867), and Kimberley became colonial 

not republican soil. But, for that other, earlier, revolution, Kruger might 

have carried his goldstate to independence and destroyed the remnants 

of British primacy in Southern Africa. Instead, he was confronted by a 

local rival whose ruthlessness matched his own and whose resources, 

leveraged with reckless lack of scruple, built a roadblock in his path. 

This rival was Cecil Rhodes. 

Rhodes had come to South Africa in 1870.** By 1876, still 

only twenty-three, he had made a small fortune in the diamond fields. 

Within a few years more, he emerged as a commanding figure in this 

rough speculative mining world whose voracious demand for imports, 

capital, railways and black labour transformed the Southern African 

economy. For the rest of his life, Kimberley remained the real centre of 

Rhodes’ business and political ventures, the capital of the ‘Rhodesian’ 

empire. It was here that his wealth was concentrated. It was here that 

he met many of those who became his partners, allies and agents. It was 

from here that Rhodes looked north towards Zambezia. This jerry-built 

outpost of colonial South Africa had become a commercial dynamo. It 

was a magnet for capital and enterprise and the natural springboard 

for the penetration of the northern interior by traders, prospectors, 



228 / Towards ‘The Sceptre of the World’ 

speculators and land-hungry settlers. It was the forward base-camp of 

sub-imperialism. 

And it was here that Rhodes’ idle fantasies of imperial aggran- 

disement took on a local shape. In 1877, the Transvaal’s annexation 

promised a new field for Kimberley’s influence. Kruger’s triumph closed 

it off; but, six weeks after the battle of Majuba, Rhodes entered the Cape 

Parliament. At first, he was preoccupied with defending the interest of 

the diamond fields against taxation and state interference. But, by 1883, 

Rhodes had grasped the importance of the ‘Road to the North’, the 

‘Suez Canal of South Africa’ as he called it, stretching away from Kim- 

berley towards Mafeking, Tuli and Bulawayo, capital of Lobengula’s 

Ndebele state. By controlling access to this untold hinterland, Kimber- 

ley’s ultimate mastery of the north, including Kruger’s obstreperous 

Ruritania, would be assured. Under new Kimberley management, Cape 

Colony would throw off its rustic myopia and become the head and 

centre of a unified British South Africa. 

Like his Canadian counterpart, John A. Macdonald, Rhodes 

saw that success depended upon mobilising the colonial state behind the 

programme for expansion. In South Africa, geography and economics 

demanded state sponsorship for the railway-building without which the 

whole sub-imperial plan would be still-born. Once in the Cape Parlia- 

ment, Rhodes also grasped the need to win over the Afrikaner members 

who, under the leadership of Jan Hendrik Hofmeyr, had made the 

Afrikaner Bond the strongest political force in the Colony. The task 

seemed difficult. The Bond had emerged from a farmers’ protection 

movement in the Western Cape, opposed to free trade; and from the cul- 

tural nationalism of the Dutch-speaking clerical elite hostile to the angli- 

cising secularising effects of commercial growth.*3 In fact, the Bond’s 

antipathy to British influence was surprisingly ambivalent. Afrikaners 

were prominent in the Cape’s legal and professional elite. They pros- 

pered with its new diamond wealth and warmed to its parliamentary 

rule. Like the colonial elites in Quebec (or Bengal), they found much to 

admire in an imperial system which promised self-government, liberal 

culture and material progress. 

Rhodes played on this ambivalence with astonishing skill. By 

the mid-1 880s, he had repositioned himself not as a British ‘imperialist’ 

nor as a Kimberley capitalist but as a Cape Colony patriot. His pro- 

gramme was Cape not British expansion. It was the Cape’s claim to the 

north that he touted, a Cape sub-empire that he wanted to win, as a 
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fair field for ‘English’ and Afrikaner alike. Nor were Rhodes’ motives 
crudely tactical. In politics as in business his instinct was always fusion. 
The ‘great amalgamator’ preferred a merger to an open struggle: rivals 

should be ‘squared’ not left to fight a bitter rearguard action. By draw- 

ing the Cape Afrikaners into his expansionist project, he hoped to build 

a ‘progressive alliance’. Rural interests and cultural prejudice would be 

carefully appeased. But new wealth would breed an Anglo-Afrikaner 

elite loyal to its own parliamentary institutions and to the Imperial 

crown. Proud of their Cape heritage and of the Colony’s growing sta- 

tus, they would share Rhodes’ vision of a unified sub-continent and 

dismiss the Kruger republic as an ethnic cul-de-sac. Kimberley and 

Stellenbosch (the seedbed of Afrikaner culture) would unite to build a 

‘Greater Cape’. 

Between 1888 and 1890, the stalemate of South African pol- 

itics began to break up. Rhodes was accumulating wealth and power 

with sensational rapidity. In 1888, with his close partner, the finan- 

cial ‘genius’ Alfred Beit, he centralised diamond production in a sin- 

gle great combine, De Beers Consolidated. Rhodes did not have full 

control — especially over the London partners — but at the South African 

end his influence was supreme.*4 De Beers became the treasure-chest 

from which he could fund his political activity and his schemes of sub- 

imperial expansion.*> It helped provide collateral for the new share 

issues, which Rhodes could turn to his own profit and from which he 

could reward patrons, friends and allies. In the same year, Rhodes and 

another partner, Charles Rudd, persuaded the Ndebele ruler Lobengula 

to grant the right to prospect for minerals in his kingdom. This was the 

notorious Rudd Concession, largely paid for in rifles. Rhodes now had 

a long lead over his competitors for the hinterland beyond the Limpopo 

and the goldfields it was thought to conceal. But, before he could invade 

Zambezia and build a private empire in the North — the first stage of 

the ‘Greater Cape’ — he needed an imperial licence to sanction politi- 

cal control by his agents on the spot. He also needed the promise of 

imperial support against any rival territorial claim by Portugal (which 

regarded modern Zimbabwe as the natural hinterland of Mozambique), 

Germany or the Transvaal republic. He needed a charter. 

Rhodes came to England in 1889, a little-known colonial busi- 

nessman. He departed (with his charter) as the great white hope of 

speculative investors and imperial enthusiasts. It was the turning point 

of his career. He had become a promethean figure in imperial politics: 
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the supreme sub-imperialist who combined local power with ready 

access to wealth and influence at home. Rhodes outmanoeuvred his 

doubters and critics (including the Colonial Office) and squared every 

interest. A merger was arranged with his most dangerous rivals.*® The 

idea of a chartered company to prospect for gold excited the City. 

The ‘South Africa Committee’ of parliamentarians, philanthropists and 

missionary interests, chaired by Joseph Chamberlain, was expected to 

resist the charter as a colonial land-grab. But Rhodes captured two 

of its key members for his Company, including the ardent imperial- 

ist Albert Grey”? and won it over by a promise to help the struggling 

missionaries on Lake Nyasa. One of his henchmen, Cawston, had the 

effrontery to claim that the charter was intended to benefit the Zam- 

bezian blacks.?® With the eager support of the High Commissioner in 

Cape Town, Rhodes now carried all before him. To Alfred Milner, then 

private secretary to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, it seemed obvi- 

ous that, like it or not, northern expansion would make Rhodes more 

amenable to imperial control.*? To the prime minister, Lord Salisbury, 

his promise of a British sphere in Central Africa at no public cost was 

a strategic windfall in hard times. 

It was an extraordinary coup. Rhodes had made his own luck. 

But he also deftly exploited a political climate without which he might 

have needed much more. Anxiety over Ireland, the vulnerability of 

Egypt, and the global pressure exerted by Britain’s imperial rivals cre- 

ated a jittery mood, especially among Liberal Unionists (like Milner and 

Chamberlain) who were attracted to ideas of imperial federation with 

the settlement colonies. To these uneasy imperialists Rhodes offered 

a winning combination of imperial patriotism and colonial expan- 

sion, uninhibited by the financial and diplomatic fetters they found 

so galling. Garnished with speculative profit, it was a seductive ver- 

sion of the imperial idea. Indeed, Rhodes’ campaign for the charter 

and the constituency of admirers he created formed the basis for the 

public sympathy in Britain on which he (and Milner) were to draw so 

heavily after 1897. In the meantime, Rhodes returned to South Africa to 

make his paper empire real. His ‘Pioneer Column’, paid for by De Beers, 

trekked into Mashonaland and founded ‘Salisbury’ — now Harare. In the 

Cape, Rhodes was now the undisputed supremo. 1890 was his annus 

mirabilis. He was already managing director of De Beers, the greatest 

fount of wealth in the Colony, and of the British South Africa Company, 
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over whose domain in Zambezia (soon ‘Rhodesia’) his authority was 

absolute. Now he became Cape premier as well. 

Over the next four years Rhodes used this remarkable portfolio 

of political, financial and territorial power to drive forward his aim of 

Cape supremacy and strangle the Transvaal’s independence. His system 

seemed unstoppable. In the Cape, his alliance with the Bond was sealed 

by the artful distribution of his company shares at par. Rhodes made no 

secret of his dislike of Downing Street. This was the usual language of 

British settler politicians from New Zealand to British Columbia: but 

it was soothing syrup to Afrikaner opinion. Rhodes identified himself 

with the Cape Dutch origins of South Africa’s ‘manifest destiny’ as a 

‘white man’s country’. His enthusiasm for Cape Dutch architecture, his 

purchase and restoration of Groote Schuur, his interest in agriculture, 

and his Afrikaner associates were all a reflection of his half-formed 

project for an Anglo-Afrikaner ‘middle nation’ within a wider Britan- 

nic confederacy.3° As Cape premier, Rhodes oversaw the extension 

of the Colony’s railway to the Rand, the great inland market. As the 

uncrowned king of Rhodesia, he approved the Ndbele war of 1893 by 

which white rule was somewhat precariously extended from Mashona- 

land to Matabeleland. He pressed for the hand-over of Bechuanaland 

to the Chartered Company as the land bridge from the Cape to its new 

inland empire. He made an abortive attempt to buy Delagoa Bay and 

also the railway that Kruger was building to the last accessible harbour 

outside British territory. 

But, by 1894, it was becoming clear that he had over-reached 

himself. There was a critical weakness in his grand geopolitical design. 

Seizing Rhodesia had been meant to give him a stranglehold on the 

Boer republics. A great gold reef in the Chartered territory would draw 

in a torrent of capital and migrants from Britain, boosting the trade 

and revenues of the Cape. It would drive home the lesson that it was 

futile to stand out against a Cape-led South Africa. Kimberley would 

revenge Majuba. This was Rhodes’ gamble: but it did not come off. 

By 1894, he knew that there was no great reef to be found: Rhodesia 

would not eclipse the Rand.3* Nor could Rhodes and his allies exert 

economic control over Kruger by their grip on the Rand. 

The Rand in fact was Rhodes’ nemesis. Preoccupied by the 

struggle for De Beers, Rhodes had failed to foresee the Rand’s vast 

potential. His company, ‘Goldfields’, was only one among several large 
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mining houses that emerged in the 1890s. Rhodes lacked the capi- 

tal to attempt the great amalgamation he achieved at Kimberley. Nor 

did the Rand lend itself to the tactics that had worked well with dia- 

monds. It was easy for his rivals to raise money in London. The vio- 

lent fluctuations in the value of shares, and the scale of speculative 

activity, ruled out the ‘squaring’ of interests, Rhodes’ favoured tech- 

nique. Nor would Kruger allow the commercial free rein that Rhodes 

enjoyed in the Cape. Instead, his sale of concessions, like the dyna- 

mite monopoly, his control of the railways and the black labour sup- 

ply, and his canny restriction of political rights, kept the gold-mining 

houses in a state of grudging dependence. Rhodes’ best hope was 

to use his connections with the ‘Corner House’, the largest mining 

house on the Rand and controlled by two of his partners in De Beers, 

Wernher and Beit, to foment opposition to Kruger. The danger was 

that the mining interests and the immigrant population — the Uitlanders 

or foreigners — would prefer an independent republic to domination by 

Rhodes’ Cape conglomerate. This was what made the defeat of Kruger 

so urgent; this was why his overthrow had to be staged by rebels loyal to 

Rhodes.?* 

The Jameson Raid in December 1895 was Rhodes’ attempt to 

seize control of the anti-Kruger movement in Johannesburg and master- 

mind the transfer of power in the Transvaal. Rhodes hoped to exploit 

the tacit sympathy of the Imperial government in London for Uitlander 

grievances and its willingness to intervene once Kruger’s authority had 

been successfully challenged.3? Jameson, Rhodes’ closest henchman, 

was meant to arrive in Johannesburg in a show of solidarity with the 

local rebellion, but really to stamp on it Rhodes’ authority. A complicit 

High Commissioner at the Cape would rule in his favour. By a dazzling 

coup, rather than slow attrition, the grand design would be forged. 

Notoriously, everything went wrong. The Johannesburg*conspirators 

were tardy and disorganised, so that Jameson’s ‘raid’ was recklessly pre- 

mature. Kruger was forewarned. Jameson’s force was no match for the 

Boer commandos who caught up with him before he reached the city. 

The High Commissioner and Imperial government (both implicated in 

the original plan) disavowed Rhodes’ crude filibuster. The Johannes- 

burg conspirators were rounded up, tried and imprisoned (commuting 

their death sentences cost Rhodes £300,000).34 Worst of all, Rhodes’ 

Afrikaner allies in the Cape whom he had kept in ignorance (believ- 

ing perhaps that they would favour the end while loathing the means), 
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turned against him in rage. His premiership collapsed. The ‘Colos- 
sus’ had suffered a huge reversal of fortune. Far from succumbing to 
the Rhodesian juggernaut, Kruger now seemed stronger than ever. His 

internal position was secure. And, after Rhodes’ treachery, he could 

be sure that the Cape Afrikaners would block any move to coerce 

him again. As the competition between rival imperialisms reached its 

climax in Afro-Asia, Kruger’s chances of wriggling out of the British 

sphere seemed better than ever. 

The decision for war, 1896-9 

In his bid to pull Kruger down and absorb the Transvaal, Rhodes had 

wanted to keep the Imperial government at arm’s length, while exploit- 

ing the authority of its agent (the High Commissioner) in his intended 

coup on the Rand. Rhodes intended to remake South Africa to his 

design not Downing Street’s. To this aim the disastrous outcome of the 

Jameson Raid was a massive but not fatal setback. It forced Rhodes and 

his local allies into partnership with the Imperial Factor since London 

alone had the power to coerce Kruger. But whether London would be 

willing to do so was another matter entirely. 

Indeed, it might have been expected that, after the Jameson 

Raid, the Imperial government would revert to the policy of disen- 

gagement adopted after 1881. Amid suspicion that it was implicated 

in the Jameson Raid, its influence was weaker than ever. An impe- 

rial initiative to promote federation was out of the question. In fact, 

whatever its inclinations, the Salisbury cabinet was drawn deeper and 

deeper into the thicket of South African politics. Chamberlain’s own 

prestige was invested heavily in preventing Kruger from exploiting 

his triumph. Threatening language and a squadron in Delagoa Bay 

served notice that Britain’s claim to regional primacy was undiminished. 

Chamberlain’s deputy, Lord Selborne (the prime minister’s son-in-law), 

was imbued with a ‘Rhodesian’ outlook. His memorandum of March 

1896 warning against a secessionist ‘United States of South Africa’ 

forming around a cosmopolitan English-speaking Transvaal republic> 

was inspired by the High Commissioner, Sir Hercules Robinson, and 

derived almost certainly from Rhodes. Nor, for all its absurdity, had 

the Jameson Raid failed to leave its mark on British policy. The furore 

over the Parliamentary enquiry into the Raid and indignation over the 
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Kaiser’s congratulatory telegram to Kruger helped to turn the Uitlander 

grievances into a political issue in Britain and a nagging index of impe- 

rial prestige. In South Africa, the ironic legacy of Rhodes’ fall had 

been the deliberate mobilisation of ‘English’ sentiment in Cape Colony 

behind a demand for imperial self-assertion against the Transvaal. Cool 

British detachment from South African affairs was hardly an option. 

For Chamberlain, the immediate need was a capable proconsul: 

to watch Kruger closely against any breach of the Convention, especially 

the ban on his diplomatic freedom; to press the Uitlanders’ case; and to 

avoid the dependence on Rhodes to which Robinson had succumbed. 

His choice was Sir Alfred Milner, then chairman of the Board of Inland 

Revenue. This was not as eccentric as it seemed. Like Chamberlain, 

Milner was a Liberal Unionist who had rebelled against the Irish Home 

Rule bill in 1886. He was deeply sympathetic to the idea of closer union 

between the settlement colonies of ‘Greater Britain’ to which Chamber- 

lain was privately committed. He shared Chamberlain’s concern that a 

unified ‘British South Africa’ should form part of this larger imperial 

association. He had served under Cromer in Egypt (1889-92) and had 

published an influential defence of the imperial ‘mission’ there.3® As 

a safe pair of hands with wide friendships in both political camps, he 

enjoyed the prestige to place the government’s South African policy on 

a fresh footing. The question was: what could he do? 

To Milner himself, the immediate answer seemed not very 

much. He would do his best to persuade the Transvaal govern- 

ment down the path of reform, but without drawing in the Imperial 

government.37 But the Uitlander franchise was out of the question.3® 

The best hope was that the irrepressible growth of Johannesburg would 

force a change. Part of the difficulty lay in Cape politics where Rhodes’ 

sudden removal had brought confusion. ‘At present they are all dwarfs’, 

Milner told his old political mentor, George Goschen, ‘except Rhodes 

who is a really big man but thoroughly untrustworthy.’39 By this time, 

Milner had already begun to drift towards the alliance with Rhodes 

against which Chamberlain had warned him.4° He had little choice. 

Rhodes was the ‘real’ head of the Cape government, and the premier, 

Sprigg, his mouthpiece. More to the point, for all the disaster of the 

Jameson Raid, only Rhodes had the means to push forward the grand 

project which Milner saw as the real purpose of his proconsulship: 

the unification of British South Africa and the re-absorption of the 

Transvaal. 
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The key was the north, Rhodes’ private empire in Rhodesia. 
Foiled on the Rand and frustrated at the Cape, Rhodes’ best hope was 
to speed up Rhodesia’s development and build a grand new colony 
embracing the Bechuanaland Protectorate (then still under imperial 
control). The Protectorate would be Rhodesia’s land bridge to the Cape. 

As part of “Greater Rhodesia’ it would help surround the Transvaal 

on two sides. The third stage of Rhodes’ plan was to promote the 

federal union of the Cape, Natal and Greater Rhodesia. Then ‘the three 

combined will bring peaceful pressure to bear upon the republics to 

drive them into a S[outh] African federation’.41 Milner proposed to 

fasten imperial policy once more to Rhodes’ chariot wheels. But, this 

time, the ‘Colossus’ was to be kept on a leash ‘unless he is to make 

a shipwreck of his own ambitions and our permanent interests’. The 

persistent African risings against Rhodes’ Company government cast 

doubt on his schemes — at least for the moment. It was vital to preserve 

some imperial control over Rhodesia and to make him wait for the 

eventual transfer of the Protectorate. ‘His projected game is a good 

game but... he is desperately anxious to have another slap at old Kruger 

by “peaceful means”.’4* As Milner recognised, Rhodes ‘was much too 

strong to be merely used’. His cooperation had to be bought. But his 

‘Northern’ strategy was the only shot in the imperial locker. Milner 

settled in for the long haul, and a ‘qualified success’. ‘A united and 

loyal S[outh] Africa on the Canadian pattern if it ever comes about 

is a thing of the very distant future’, he told one of his oldest and 

closest friends.43 But Britain’s strategic interests, thought this ‘civilian 

soldier of the Empire’ (Milner’s self-description), were safe enough: ‘I 

don’t mean in the least that I despair of the maintenance of British 

supremacy. 44 

Cautious pragmatism was the keynote of an imperial policy 

which waited on the maturing of Rhodes’ schemes. The Transvaal was 

‘bound to topple’, Milner told Asquith, the future prime minister.*> 

There was little point taking up the mine-owners’ main grievance, the 

dynamite monopoly imposed by Kruger’s government. Scarcely three 

months later, Milner performed an astonishing u-turn. Now he urged 

an openly aggressive policy towards the Transvaal, and, in a notorious 

speech (at Graaff Reinet on 3 March 1898), questioned the loyalty of 

the Cape Afrikaners to the imperial connection. Milner may have been 

reacting to Kruger’s unexpectedly resounding success in the Transvaal’s 

presidential election in February. He may have been anxious about 
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Rhodes’ grip on Rhodesia. But there was another reason for his harder 

line. Early in 1898, Rhodes too was switching tactics. With the Par- 

liamentary inquiry into the Jameson Raid behind him, and the black 

revolt in Rhodesia broken, he was ready to re-enter Cape politics. His 

old alliance with the Bond was irreparable; but he had a new vehicle. 

He had become the darling of the ‘English’ in the towns. In the Cape’s 

Eastern Province, the South African League had been formed to rally 

loyalty to the Empire and (by a deft association) to Rhodes. In 1897, 

the League created the ‘Progressive’ party to campaign for free trade, 

agrarian improvement and the redistribution of seats — causes care- 

fully identified with imperial loyalty. Before the end of 1897, a private 

understanding had been reached between the Progressives and Rhodes’ 

own followers.*® Six days after Milner’s speech, Rhodes announced his 

conversion to the Progressive programme and opened fire on the Bond 

for its hostility to northern expansion and its resistance to an imperial 

naval contribution.” Rhodes, sneered his bitterest enemy in the Cape, 

wanted a majority ‘not to unify South Africa, but to purchase... the 

Bulawayo railway and... that very bad egg Rhodesia’.4® But Rhodes 

was also determined to give urban (and ‘English’) voters a fairer share 

of seats. His new alliance would bring him the townsmen’s vote. With 

firm control of the Cape Parliament he could tighten the knot round 

Kruger’s neck. Milner had little choice but to follow him. 

In fact, throughout 1898, Milner’s dependence on Rhodes grew 

deeper. His own attempt to draw Chamberlain into the struggle for 

‘reform’ in the Transvaal misfired badly. A sharp rebuke arrived from 

London. Chamberlain had other fish to fry and was preoccupied with 

the struggle for hinterlands in West Africa. At Rhodes’ direct request,*9 

Milner pleaded for his grandiose scheme to build a new railway beyond 

the Zambezi and open a vast new northern extension. Britain’s strategy 

in South Africa, he urged, depended upon the gamble of Rhodesia’s 

development. Capital would be attracted by the sheer scale of Rhodes’ 

project; a great new railway empire, pivoted on Bulawayo, would kick- 

start the Rhodesian economy as a counterpoise to the Transvaal.5° Two 

weeks earlier, Milner had warned Rhodes against ‘worrying’ Chamber- 

lain with this scheme.>' But in the course of the year the prospects of 

direct imperial action grew steadily fainter. The British press was dis- 

tracted by other imperial excitements in the Sudan and China. In South 

Africa, everything turned upon Rhodes. Chamberlain was anxious to 

hear about his gold prospects in Rhodesia.5* The Transvaal was ‘in a 
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twitter’_about his plans.53 Redistribution and electoral victory would 
make Rhodes master of the Cape. His reward might be Bechuanaland.54 

After two years in the wilderness, Rhodes seemed once more near the 

pinnacle of power. 

Rhodes may have calculated that an election victory in the Cape 

and a third premiership would give him scope for some rapprochement 

with his erstwhile allies in the Bond. The Cape Afrikaners were as 

anxious as he to promote South African unity (though not at impe- 

rial command) and just as fearful of Kruger’s dabblings in great power 

diplomacy — a vice attributed to his ‘Hollander’ advisers. With their 

help, Kruger might yet be overcome. The triumph and the spoils would 

be his, not Downing Street’s. It was perhaps not so much Rhodes’ fail- 

ure as the circumstances of his defeat that made conflict unavoidable. 

In the Cape elections of 1898, Rhodes had denounced ‘Krugerism’ and 

demanded ‘equal rights for every white man south of the Zambezi’.55 

But, contrary to most prediction, and despite lavish spending, Rhodes’ 

Progressives were narrowly defeated although winning a majority of 

votes cast. A Bond ministry took office. Rapprochement went out of 

the window: a fresh round of ‘racial’ politics came in at the door. English 

‘race-sentiment’, the stock-in-trade of the South African League, was 

turned up to whip in the remaining ‘English’ politicians who had stood 

out against Rhodes. Rhodes harried the Bond ministry in parliament 

and out.5° He pressed for redistribution, northern expansion and fed- 

eral union. He erected a statue to Van Riebeek, the Dutch founder 

of Cape Town. Rhodes appealed squarely to Afrikaner misgivings and 

‘English’ resentment at Kruger’s refusal of white equality on the Rand.°” 

Then, in January 1899, he set off for Britain to rally support, raise 

fresh capital for his Zambezian railway and negotiate the passage of his 

telegraph to Cairo through German East Africa. 

As he did so, the pan-British rhetoric of loyalty and grievance 

that he and Milner had unleashed in March 1898 and which had 

reached a crescendo in October 1898 at last bore fruit on the Rand. 

Throughout 1898, the quiescence of the Uitlanders had been a source 

of frustration to Milner. He had made contact with Percy Fitzpatrick, 

the leading Uitlander politician; but, with the ‘old reformers’ of 1895 

still under ban, political organisation was minimal. The mining compa- 

nies, who had hopes of economic reform, were reluctant to antagonise 

the regime on whose goodwill they depended. They had no reason 

to manipulate Milner: still less to be used by him. But, in December 
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1898, two events combined to transform Rand politics. The forthcom- 

ing expiry of the dynamite monopoly reopened the central issue between 

the mining houses and the government in Pretoria. Smouldering resent- 

ment over the arbitrariness of Boer administration on the Rand came to 

a head with the murder of an Uitlander, Edgar, by an Afrikaner police- 

man. The main Uitlander movement, a branch of the South African 

League, barred from local demonstration, stumbled upon an alterna- 

tive tactic. It framed a petition to the Crown. The means to link the 

political struggle on the Rand with imperial sentiment at home and in 

the Cape — the trick that had eluded Milner — had at last been found. It 

was a turning point. 

In fact, the first Uitlander petition was turned away (to Milner’s 

consternation) by his locum tenens in Cape Town. But the Transvaal 

government now showed open signs of anxiety. In February 1899, 

it attempted to divide its opponents by negotiating the ‘Great Deal’ 

with the mining houses, offering certain commercial concessions and 

a modest extension of political rights in exchange for a public dis- 

avowal by the houses of ‘political agitation’.5> With Milner’s encour- 

agement, Fitzpatrick, the vital linkman between the mining houses 

and the political movement, sabotaged the agreement by premature 

publicity.5? Both men calculated that imperial intervention — evident 

in Chamberlain’s renewed protest over the dynamite monopoly and 

his private warnings to the mining houses against the ‘Great Deal’ 

— could be mobilised. In March, the second Uitlander petition (with 

more than 20,000 signatures) was forwarded to London. Chamber- 

lain had little choice but to accept it, since rebuffing it would have 

meant repudiating the ‘suzerainty’ which he had asserted in principle 

but avoided in practice. By early May it was clear that a new round 

of imperial pressure would supercharge the complaints of the mining 

houses and the Uitlanders. Milner’s famous despatch likening their 

treatment to that of a servile class of ‘helots’®° was artfully designed to 

raise ethnic feeling at home and in South Africa to fever pitch. Behind 

Milner’s populist rhetoric rallied the followers of Rhodes and the 

League. In Britain, he could rely on a chorus of journalists and lob- 

bies, and here too Rhodes conducted a parallel campaign. Together 

with Alfred Beit, one of his closest allies, Rhodes heavily subsidised the 

(Imperial) South Africa Association, founded in 1896 to campaign for 

the Uitlander cause.°' In the Transvaal, said The Times, was a ‘vast 

number of British subjects whose grievances cannot be denied’. Could 
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Britain afford to let its protection be seen as ‘inefficient against an 
insignificant Republic’.® 

Kruger was too old a hand in imperial politics not to see the 

danger. Rhodes and Milner might ‘bounce’ the Imperial government 

into armed intervention before cooler judgment prevailed. By agreeing 

to meet Milner at Bloemfontein at the end of May 1899 to discuss 

Uitlander rights, he hoped to appease ‘moderate’ opinion in Britain and 

deflate the jingo mood. He probably calculated that a limited extension 

of the franchise would allow Chamberlain to draw back from con- 

frontation. If so, it was a shrewd estimate. But at Bloemfontein Milner 

refused to negotiate, insisting upon the vote for Uitlanders of five years’ 

residence and a fixed allocation of seats for the Rand. When Kruger 

refused, Milner broke off the talks. Chamberlain was furious. British 

opinion, Selborne (his deputy) warned Milner, was not ready for war. 

Milner’s helot despatch had made less public impact than had been 

expected: ‘we simply cannot force the pace.’°3 Milner was in despair. 

‘British South Africa had been tuned to concert pitch’, he told Selborne. 

But now Chamberlain was playing for time. ‘He seems to me to wish 

a patch-up.’ But delay would erode the loyalty and resolution of the 

Uitlanders and their local supporters: the Transvaal would use it to pre- 

pare for war. Unless London was ready to stand firm and to send troop 

reinforcements to show it meant business, Milner concluded bluntly, 

he would ask to be removed.°4 
At the eleventh hour it seemed that Kruger was about to repeat 

his earlier triumphs in 1881 and 1884. Milner and Rhodes could huff 

and puff. ‘English’ opinion in the towns could seethe at Boer injustice. 

Editorials might rage. But, as Milner remarked candidly, Boer com- 

mandos with their rifles and horses, backed by the heavy guns that 

Kruger had been buying, were more than a match for the scattered 

British garrisons and the unarmed ‘English’ population. Unless London 

steeled itself to send an ‘expedition’ to coerce the Transvaal, Kruger’s 

combination of military and economic strength would steadily tilt the 

regional balance in his favour. Why then did the Transvaal government 

not stand firm on Kruger’s offer at Bloemfontein and test London’s 

nerve in the way that Milner feared? 

In reality, both principals, Kruger and the British cabinet, were 

more vulnerable than they appeared to the campaign that Rhodes and 

Milner had orchestrated. Chamberlain’s instinct had been to settle. 

But he was faced with Uitlander hostility to any retreat from Milner’s 
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demands at Bloemfontein®s and with signs of widespread feeling in 

Britain that the Uitlander cause could not be abandoned.°* Chamber- 
lain, whose own political ambition was far from sated, was reluctant 

to alienate his natural supporters. Both he and his cabinet colleagues 

now saw that anything short of Milner’s demands on the franchise 

issue would count as a failure to assert the supremacy (and uphold the 

suzerainty) on which they had always insisted. For their part, Kruger 

and his agile lieutenant, the youthful J. C. Smuts, also realised that 

some agreement must be reached: to avert the danger of imperial inter- 

vention; to ease the threat that ‘loyalist’ ministries would take office 

in the Cape and Natal; and to stave off the slump brought by political 

uncertainty to the Rand. But, in seeking a way out of the franchise 

dispute, Smuts made a fatal misjudgment. 

Smuts was the acceptable reformist face of the Kruger regime. A 

Cape Afrikaner, Cambridge educated, a passionate admirer of Rhodes 

before the Raid, Smuts regarded white unity as the most urgent polit- 

ical need in South Africa. ‘We want a great South African national- 

ity’, he declared in 1895.°7 It was the deeper struggle of whites against 

blacks that mattered most. Left unplacated, Uitlander grievances would 

divide the whites and invite imperial meddling — the real threat to 

white supremacy. But Smuts was determined to secure a quid pro quo 

for conceding the Uitlander vote. Britain, he insisted, must give up 

its claim to influence the Transvaal’s internal affairs: ‘the suzerainty 

was pure nonsense’ and should tacitly lapse.°® Perhaps he believed 

that the Salisbury government, with so many commitments abroad, 

would shrink from war for a phrase, once the substance of Uitlander 

demands had been met. He may well have assumed that neither Kruger 

nor the Transvaal Raad (assembly) would accept a one-sided bargain. 

Whatever its motive, Smuts’ move broke the iron rule that Kruger had 

carefully observed in his dealings with the British: not to challenge 

openly the provisions of the 1884 Convention in which Britain’s diplo- 

matic primacy was clearly stated. Smuts’ condition was understood in 

London as a bid for diplomatic freedom.®? It was confirmation that 

British supremacy was really at stake, not merely the detail of the Uit- 

lander franchise: Kruger’s real motive was at last laid bare. Negotiations 

collapsed. Early in September 1899, the cabinet authorised the troop 

reinforcements for which Milner had been begging and began to pon- 

der an ultimatum. Before they could send it, Kruger despatched his own 

demanding the troops’ recall. On rx October, the war began. 
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The causes of the South African War have been endlessly 
debated. On one side were those who saw the policy of Milner and 
Chamberlain as a form of economic imperialism. There were several 
versions of this argument. One maintained that capitalism — the Rand- 
lords — had manipulated ‘imperialism’ — Milner and the Imperial gov- 
ernment — into imposing their programme on Kruger to the point of 

war. Another that Kruger’s ‘pre-modern’ republic was intolerable to 

British leaders and especially to Milner for whom capitalism was an 

indispensable part of modernity.7° A third that British policy was driven 

most of all by the need to ensure the flow of Transvaal gold to London 

to support the gold reserves of the Bank of England. None of these 

arguments has withstood close scrutiny or mustered convincing docu- 

mentary evidence. The Randlords, while bitterly opposed to aspects of 

Kruger’s regime, showed no inclination to fish for trouble in London 

and preferred to settle their differences amicably with the Transvaal 

government. Kruger was much more amenable to the needs of the min- 

ing industry than was assumed by writers who saw the war as the clash 

between modern capitalism and a pre-modern state.7' No evidence has 

been found that in the critical period before the war the supply of 

gold became an issue for British policy-makers. Milner himself, while 

contemptuous of Kruger’s misgovernment and corruption, showed no 

desire, even in the most private correspondence, to annex the Transvaal 

for commercial reasons, let alone to go to war to replace Kruger with 

an oligarchy of Randlords. 

The result has been to confirm the verdict pronounced more 

than forty years ago by the shrewdest analysts of late- Victorian imperi- 

alism. The British went to war, concluded Gallagher and Robinson, to 

defend their regional supremacy and its geopolitical corollary, control 

of the Cape and the sea route to India.”* The sudden economic trans- 

formation of the Transvaal mattered not because it created new wealth 

to annex but because it gave Kruger the means to assert fuller indepen- 

dence and, sooner or later, to drag the rest of South Africa after him out 

of the British imperium. The stalemate between the coastal colonies and 

the highveld interior (the reason for the persistent failure of confedera- 

tion) was about to be resolved in favour of Kruger’s all-powerful gold- 

state. In the struggle to contain the secondary effects of the Transvaal’s 

economic revolution, Milner had rehearsed every grievance, inflamed 

every issue and recruited every ally — until his relentless alarmism even- 

tually drove home the threat Kruger posed to British supremacy. But 
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what weighed most with British ministers, and especially with Lord 

Salisbury, the master of Realpolitik, was neither the economic stake 

British interests had amassed nor the rights of the Uitlanders — those 

‘people whom we despise’. It was the necessity of preserving, in more 

arduous conditions and by more vigorous methods, the old mid- 

Victorian supremacy in a vital strategic sphere. 

This remains the most convincing account of the ultimate objec- 

tive of British intervention in September 1899. But it does not do jus- 

tice to the wider causes of the war, nor to the pressures that beat 

upon an uncertain cabinet. What made South Africa the sternest test 

of late-Victorian imperialism was the collision of three political forces 

of exceptional intensity. The first was the enormous geopolitical invest- 

ment the British had made in the exclusion of any rival great power 

south and east of the Zambezi. It was not only a question of safe- 

guarding the Cape. The ink was scarcely dry on the diplomatic map 

of Africa and the partition of China and the Middle East was on the 

cards. The surrender of British primacy in a region where their interests 

were so important and of such long standing would have implied an 

astonishing loss of confidence. Salisbury’s sovereign cure for geopol- 

itical uncertainty — the careful demarcation of spheres — would have 

been jettisoned, with unforeseeable consequences. It was inevitable, 

once the argument over Uitlander rights turned into a dispute about 

paramountcy, that Salisbury would insist on Kruger’s submission. The 

‘old’ British interest in the Cape had become part of a ‘new’ British 

stake in the peaceful partition of the world. 

Salisbury’s misfortune was that the three-masted barque (Salis- 

bury was fond of maritime metaphors) of his partition diplomacy was 

struck amidships by a state-building project of unusual strength. Until 

the 1880s the Transvaal had been a ramshackle frontier settlement, an 

African Costaguana. After Britain’s failed annexation, Kruger’s per- 

sonal rule imposed the rudiments of statehood. The discovery and 

exploitation of gold after 1886 was widely expected to rot the foun- 

dations of what Milner was to call a ‘mediaeval race oligarchy’. Immi- 

grants would swamp the old burghers; civilised commerce would dis- 

place their predatory pastoralism; Cape liberalism would discredit their 

crude trekker republicanism. Like the Trojan horse, the Rand would 

conceal an invading army ready at the signal to capture the Boer citadel 

and open its gates to British influence. Instead, Kruger skilfully utilised 

the bonanza of gold to reinforce his Afrikaner state. The Afro-Asian 

world was littered with failures in the ‘race against time’ to modernise 
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before conquest: Kruger meant to be a winner. He was helped by the 
distinctive political economy of the goldfields. The Rand swelled his 
revenues, but remained a geographical and social enclave. It was easily 

contained, as was shown by the Jameson Raid and its aftermath. It 

depended heavily upon the state for its (black) labour supply and for 

transport. Its white population — many of them transients73 — could be 

treated as restless aliens or guest-workers. Mining revenues and com- 

mercial prosperity served not (in the short term) to liberalise Kruger’s 

state but to enlarge the patronage at his disposal and consolidate a 

loyal burgher elite. They also paid for the arsenal of heavy weapons 

to supplement the citizen commando. Under these conditions, to be a 

landlocked state in the South African interior was no longer the hand- 

icap it had originally seemed. Guarded by geography and the passive 

sympathy of the Cape Afrikaners, Kruger’s South African republic had 

fashioned an exceptionally favourable geopolitical niche in a world of 

imperialisms. 

It is at best uncertain whether Salisbury’s government would 

have had the will, the means or the opportunity to throttle Kruger’s 

quiet bid for independence but for the intervention of a third force. 

It was also doubtful whether the Imperial Factor alone was a match 

for the Transvaal whites, any more than it had been in 1880. But, 

since the 1880s, the political landscape of the sub-continent had been 

transformed and not just by gold. Rhodes had outflanked the Transvaal 

and checked its expansion. By astute publicity and prodigal largesse he 

harnessed the speculative frenzy of the 1890s to the idea of British 

expansion in Southern Africa. His disaster in 1896 was a check, but 

by that time his efforts to strangle Kruger had begun to mobilise new 

and unexpected support. Jameson’s fiasco had roused an ethnic ‘British’ 

movement in the Cape which soon spread to the Rand. Its leaders there, 

with little prospect of imperial deliverance, looked to the Cape for 

support. Building a local constituency was uphill work. Many miners 

were short-term migrants with little interest in local politics. Many 

suspected the League to be a front organisation for the mine-owners, 

a suspicion Kruger tried to encourage. But, by the middle of 1899, the 

Edgar case and the new tactic of petitioning the Crown, had given the 

League far greater credibility as the voice of the Uitlander.’4 

The League’s success among British settlers in South Africa 

was symptomatic of a wider late-Victorian phenomenon. ‘Britannic’ 

nationalism was fiercest where the claim of British communities to social 

and cultural predominance was challenged: by Metis, East Europeans, 



244 / Towards ‘The Sceptre of the World’ 

French Canadians, Catholic Irishmen, Chinese migrants or Transvaal 

Boers. It was fostered by the growing closeness of educational and 

sporting connections, the new swiftness of communication, the growth 

of the press, the convergence between the urban society of the over- 

seas British and their counterparts at home. It was no coincidence 

that the Wanderers club in Johannesburg, with its fierce assertion of 

British sporting values, was closely identified with the League and the 

venue for its meetings when permitted.75 The League’s appeal was 

to an injured sense of ethnic and cultural superiority. At a meeting 

in June 1899, wrote one Uitlander, the League’s Transvaal secretary, 

Thomas Dodds, ‘was cheered as... | have never heard any man cheered 

before, particularly at his words “we appeal to Caesar”. He knows 

well the pride of race — of which thank God I still have a small portion 

left in me.’7° Dodds’ message was as obvious as it was popular: the 

Uitlanders were Roman citizens whose emperor would come to chas- 

tise the barbarians. Fitzpatrick’s account of Uitlander suffering The 

Transvaal From Within, circulated at the same time in Britain, embod- 

ied a similar appeal.77 

The Transvaal government was bound to suspect that the 

League was not only the voice of British ‘race patriotism’ but the tool of 

Rhodes’ ambition. Despite his electoral defeat in 1898, Rhodes’ hand 

was seen everywhere. To the Transvaal League he was its ultimate 

leader.7® Rhodes’ formula of ‘equal rights for all white men’ inspired 

the League’s campaign for the franchise and spearheaded its appeal 

in Britain.?? Rhodes kept in close touch with the campaign waged at 

home (and with his help) by the South Africa Association’s campaign.°° 

To the Transvaal Boers, the ‘great amalgamator’ had become the great 

manipulator. ‘Rhodes presses the button and the figure works’ was 

how Fitzpatrick described their fear.8' As a result, the Transvaal lead- 

ers were anxious to forestall imperial intervention but also to break the 

alliance between the Uitlanders and Rhodes symbolised by the League. 

In his negotiations with Fitzpatrick, the Uitlander spokesman in March 

1899, Smuts pressed him to repudiate the connection with the League 

in the Cape. Fitzpatrick’s reply was uncompromising. The League, he 

told Smuts (or so he claimed in a speech), ‘represent[s] a very large 

section in South Africa which section has been very friendly to us’. To 

his Uitlander audience he added: “They [i.e. the Cape ‘English’] are my 

people and I (for one) shall not turn my back on them... They are our 

people and we will stick to them.’®* 
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-The conclusion seemed obvious. The Uitlander leadership 
would use the franchise to widen the scope for Imperial influence. 
The League would take its orders from Kimberley. Kruger’s dilemma 

was acute. As we have seen, he needed to defuse the feverish mood 

Milner and Rhodes had created and head off an Imperial coup. But he 

had to avoid a concession that would expose him to the ‘salami tac- 

tics’ of which Chamberlain, Milner and Rhodes were suspected. Smuts 

and Kruger may both have believed that the inherent strength of their 

strategic niche would deter Imperial aggression as long as they avoided 

the outright provocation of British opinion. Smuts’ offer was designed 

to remove the excuse for Imperial intervention now and its warrant in 

future. The end of suzerainty would block future petitions to the Crown 

and erode the sense of common identity on which Milner and Rhodes 

had played so successfully. But this attempt to outflank the Britannic 

nationalism he distrusted roused the deepest fear of all in British lead- 

ers. A cabinet cynical of Uitlander grievances united round the threat 

to British supremacy that Smuts had let slip. 

Imperial supremacy, Transvaal state-building and Britannic 

nationalism were a volatile mixture. What made them explosive was the 

extreme uncertainty created by the speed of South Africa’s economic 

transformation. It was widely assumed that the pace of change would 

increase. The Transvaal would be richer and stronger. But it could also 

be swamped by a flood-tide of migrants. The Afrikaner state might 

dominate the region — or be drowned in the attempt. Yet it was only in 

the last months before the war that the issue seemed so stark. For all 

the efforts of Milner, the great impresario of imperial politics, there is 

little sign before July 1899 that British ministers were impressed by his 

apocalyptic vision of a united Afrikanerdom and a vanished supremacy. 

Chamberlain may have shared Milner’s hopes for a new dominion of 

‘British South Africa’. But he had no idea how to achieve it. Instead, 

it was the insurgent force of Britannic nationalism on the Rand and in 

the Cape which exposed the race for power and brought Kruger and 

Smuts at last to their desperate remedy. 

A British South Africa? 

The decision by Kruger and Steyn, the Orange Free State president, 

to launch a pre-emptive attack upon the British may have smacked 
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of desperation, but it was not uncalculated. Smuts had made much of 

Britain’s strategic weaknesses: her multiple commitments; the chance of 

interference by her imperial rivals; the restlessness of colonial popula- 

tions everywhere.*3 Military intervention in South Africa would come 

at a high price for a far-flung empire. Kruger’s reputation had been 

made by his skilful adaptation of South Africa’s peculiar geopolitics 

in 1880-1. For both men, it was tempting to believe that the same 

combination of geographical remoteness and the political sympathy of 

Cape Afrikanerdom would stop the Imperial coercion of the republics 

in its tracks. In fact, the Boer leaders intended to make London’s task 

even harder. By moving first, they aimed to capture Durban (the nearest 

port from which the Transvaal could be invaded) and Kimberley, the 

great inland centre of the Cape. With these in their hands, the Boers 

would hold the strategic initiative. Faced with a long war to battle their 

way into the South African interior, Salisbury and Chamberlain would 

begin to see reason. The result would be not the surrender that Milner 

demanded but a new convention. 

They were too optimistic. The invasion of Natal was indeci- 

sive and Kimberley withstood their siege. The humiliating defeats they 

inflicted on British troops in the dreadful ‘Black Week’ of December 

1899 created alarm and anger in Britain not indifference or resignation. 

Twenty years earlier, the interior could be abandoned after Majuba. 

But, in 1899, the fate of Kimberley, Rhodesia and the Rand itself all 

turned on victory; so did Britain’s reputation as a military power. The 

response was a steady build-up of military strength and a crushing 

advance that gradually overwhelmed the Boer armies. By the end of 

1900, the Boer capitals had been occupied, the Rand brought under 

Imperial rule, and the republics annexed to the British Crown. 

The Boers’ collapse in the face of British military power was 

a brilliant vindication of the hopes of Milner and Rhodes. But it was 

also a mirage. By early 1901, it was plain that the Boer commandos 

intended to fight a war much more to their taste than the sieges and 

set-pieces in which they had been worsted. In the new guerrilla conflict 

that stretched from the Transvaal to Cape Colony, mobility, veldcraft 

and local sympathy made them more than a match for the Imperial 

forces sent to hunt them down. Far from disintegrating with the depar- 

ture of the ‘Kruger gang’ (Kruger had escaped to Europe), Afrikaner 

patriotism was strengthened by comradeship and the racial bitterness of 

a total war. As the guerrilla struggle intensified, the Boer War became 
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a civil war.4 Ten thousand Cape Afrikaners, subjects of the Crown, 
turned rebel and joined the commandos. More than 50,000 ‘loyalists’ 
were mobilised against them.®5 Several thousand ‘poor white’ Afrikan- 
ers in the republics changed sides to fight for the British as ‘National 

Scouts’.*° Black communities seized the moment to recover lost lands.87 
Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of blacks and (mixed race) coloureds, 

serving as British auxiliaries, or suspected of British sympathies, were 

murdered by Boer commandos.*® The rural economy of the highveld 
was devastated by British farm-burning, while the terrible mortality 

(both white and black) of the civilian prison ‘concentration’ camps 

sowed a tradition of ethnic martyrdom among Afrikaners. 

On the British side, as the ‘expedition’ that Milner had first 

imagined turned into a long war, public sympathy began to flag. March- 

ing to Pretoria was one thing. A messy, inconclusive war of attri- 

tion, punctuated by defeats and compromised by ‘barbarism’ was quite 

another. The eagerness of British leaders for peace was sharpened by 

the sense of strategic vulnerability on which Smuts had counted. With 

their army and reserves tied down in South Africa, and a long oceanic 

supply line to guard, ministers could only hope that no emergency arose 

in the defence of India or of British interests in the ethnic cauldron of 

the Near East. The crisis in China over the Boxer Rebellion of 1900 and 

the threat that a partition would follow was a brusque reminder that a 

long war in South Africa was a strategic luxury that London could ill 

afford. Kitchener, who had taken over as commander-in-chief in South 

Africa when Roberts went home, was willing to make peace with the 

Boers for little more than recognition of British sovereignty®? — a con- 

dition they rejected at the Middelburg negotiations of March rgot. It 

was only after a further year of war, with no hope of victory or of help 

from abroad, and amid the rising fear that their rural society might be 

permanently damaged, that the Boer leaders agreed at Vereeniging in 

May 1902 to give up the struggle.?° 

The terms of what was called significantly a ‘treaty’ bore all the 

hallmarks of a truce, not an outright British victory. The Boers surren- 

dered their claim to independence. But, in return, they were promised 

that self-government (under the Crown) would be quickly restored. 

They kept their weapons. A substantial sum was granted to make good 

the damage the war had caused. And, in deference to the political tra- 

ditions of the Afrikaner republics, they were not required to adopt 

the ‘colour-blind’ franchise of the Cape. With an amiable cynicism the 
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question of whether anyone but whites should be granted the vote was 

deferred until the return of (white) self-government.?! This was the frag- 

ile constitutional platform on which Milner now tried to build a united 

dominion of ‘British South Africa’, and bury forever the remnants of 

‘Krugerism’. The political omens could hardly have been worse. War 

weariness in Britain made further coercion of the Boers unlikely. The 

Boers themselves had preserved their political solidarity and their lead- 

ers had avoided a discreditable surrender. It was clear from early on 

that a determined effort would be needed to force them into the polit- 

ical mould that Milner had in mind. Three years of war had adjusted 

the old sub-continental balance of power, but not overthrown it. 

For Milner, the war was to be the crucible of a new British 

South Africa. His immediate aim was to hold the ring until a new 

British majority (among the whites) was ready to govern. Ideally, he 

thought, a new federal parliament should be created first, to prevent 

the return of self-rule from reviving the old divisions. He was also deter- 

mined to suspend the Cape Parliament, with its large Bond contingent, 

until his federal scheme was well under way.9* Secondly, he planned a 

large influx of British settlement, much of it meant for the land. The 

settlers would dilute the rural Afrikaners, and open up the fastnesses 

that were as impenetrable to British influence, as Milner later told Sel- 

borne, as Kamchatka, the darkest corner of Russia’s Asian empire.” 

Thirdly, to create the right conditions for immigration and federation, 

he was eager to revive the economy as quickly as possible, especially the 

gold mines. The Rand was the engine-room of the new South Africa: 

without its rapid recovery, Milner’s own plans would be so much 

waste paper. 

Milner realised from the beginning that his programme 

depended upon the support of the ‘English’ whose race patriotism he 

and Rhodes had worked to arouse before the war. To suspend the 

Cape constitution, he counted on Rhodes’ support and that of his allies 

in the Progressive party and the South African League.94 He looked 

to Rhodes and his Randlord friends to prime the pump of land set- 

tlement. They were to buy land discreetly in the ex-republics ready 

for sale to British settlers — a plan of which Rhodes himself was an 

ardent supporter?> and on which a significant part of his estate would 

be spent.?° Milner’s real hope was that the war had transformed the 

English into a united community of ‘British South Africans’, the domi- 

nant element in his imagined dominion, ‘a united self-governing South 



249 / The weakest link: Britain in South Africa 

Africa whfich] shall be British in its political complexion’.97 It was 
the loyalists, he told Chamberlain, who best understood the point of 

the war. ‘They are among the most devoted adherents of the Imperial 

cause’, and were convinced that ‘British supremacy and... one political 

system from Cape Town to the Zambezi is. . . the only salvation for men 

of their own race as well as for others’.?* It was they who had grasped, 

far better than opinion at home, that there should be no compromise 

peace that permitted the recovery of Afrikaner national feeling. In the 

new state that Milner envisaged, the Uitlander meek would inherit the 

earth. With its British institutions, British civil service, British settlers 

on the land, British ownership of the mines, a British majority among 

whites,®? and English as the language of education and government, the 

Afrikaners would be faced with a stark choice. They could choose to 

assimilate to the new South Africa, or retreat into impoverished rural 

isolation on the platteland as the stranded relics of a failed culture. 

Milner even planned a local colonial army, mainly English in man- 

power, to neutralise the joker in South African politics: the threat 

of an armed Afrikaner rebellion.'°° Thus the South African English 

would make up for the flabbiness of opinion at home. The South 

African League would become a ‘national’ movement, gluing the 

‘English together behind a single programme’.'®’ Even if the Cape 

remained stubbornly Afrikaner in sympathy, mining and commerce 

would make the Transvaal British. ‘A great Johannesburg... means 

a British Transvaal’, said Milner.'°* The new Transvaal would be the 

‘stronghold’ that British influence had always lacked in South Africa.'™ 

The Milnerite vision was an imperial fantasy. The local triumph 

of Britannic nationalism, on which he had counted, was postponed 

indefinitely. For all his energy, Milner could not transcend the racial 

dynamic of white South African society and the limits it placed (as so 

often before) on the imperial initiative and proconsular power. The core 

of Milner’s plan was a tide of British migration to reverse its old deficit. 

In a decade when emigration from Britain reached its secular peak, 

Milner’s needs were modest. But his hopes were crushed, in part by 

the depth of the post-war depression (which discouraged immigrants 

with capital) but most of all by the great fact of a black majority — 

a low-wage workforce whose exploitation had already turned thou- 

sands of unskilled ‘Europeans’ (the South African term for whites) into 

the ‘poor white problem’ that haunted South African politics for a 

generation or more. It was this black majority that (by a cruel irony) 
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guarded Afrikanerdom against an influx of British. Worse still, the 

more that Milner struggled to impose his programme, the more he 

united the Afrikaners and (bitter twist) divided the English. The first 

sign of this was the hostility of some English politicians in the Cape 

(including Sprigg, the prime minister) to suspending the constitution. 

With Rhodes’ death in March 1902, before the war ended, the Cape 

Progressives were rudderless'®4 and disunited. “The party is rotten to 

the core’, wrote its chief organiser.'°5 No English Cape politician could 

fill Rhodes’ shoes. In the Transvaal, Milner’s ‘stronghold’, the situa- 

tion was no better. There the Progressive leaders, George Farrar and 

Percy Fitzpatrick, were closely identified with the Randlords, whose 

prime aim was to drive down the cost of mine labour. Their alliance 

with Milner to delay self-government and ‘solve’ the labour problem 

affronted the tenets of Britannic nationalism. For, at the Randlords’ 

behest, Milner proposed to bring in indentured labour from China to 

kick-start recovery. ‘Lord Milner is our salvation’, wrote Lionel Phillips, 

head of the largest mining house on the Rand.'°° The result was uproar. 

‘Chinese slavery’ offended humanitarian feeling in Britain. Much more 

dangerously, it roused the fear of English labour on the Rand that it 

would be displaced by ‘Asiatics’ —- the same kind of fear that lay behind 

‘White Australia’. It now suspected Milner’s motives for delaying self- 

government and found common cause with the Afrikaner campaign to 

end direct rule. The racial bond uniting whites against blacks, Indians 

or Chinese was much too strong for the Imperial loyalism or British 

race patriotism on which Milner had counted so heavily. 

By 1905, Milner’s time was running out. Against the discontent 

of both English and Afrikaners, he needed strong backing from London. 

But Balfour’s government was falling apart. Chamberlain had resigned 

in 1903 (over tariff reform) and war had broken out in the Unionist 

party. With the Liberals reunited behind the defence of free trade and 

against ‘Chinese slavery’ — Milner’s gift to the opposition — their return 

to office seemed certain. When they did, guessed Milner, they would 

tear up his policy root and branch.'°” Liberal dislike of the Randlords, 

their sympathy for white labour, and their ear to English as well as 

Afrikaner demands for self-rule would sweep away what remained of 

Milnerite state-building. Before that could happen, Milner himself had 

resigned, and the emergence of the new Afrikaner party, Het Volk, 

under Louis Botha and Jan Smuts signalled the end of his hope that 

a British Transvaal would make a ‘British South Africa’. Instead, the 
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prompt-concession of responsible government by the incoming Liberals 
brought Boer governments to power in the Orange Free State and (with 
the help of English voters) Transvaal by 1907. With the prospect of 
tension between the mining industry and its new political masters over 
non-white labour,'®® the discord between the South African states 
over their share of railway and customs revenue, and the furious row 
over Natal’s repression of a black uprising in 1906,'°? the familiar 
cycle of South African politics seemed once more in full swing. After a 
brief frenzy of activity (as in 1878-81), Imperial influence had shrivelled 
in a winter of colonial discontent. 

This prognosis proved too gloomy. It was easy to see the 

Transvaal movement under the two ‘bitter-ender’ generals as a portent 

of a revived ‘Krugerism’. There was, Fitzpatrick had warned in 1904, a 

‘very powerful, silent, solid, organised party against us... [T]he Boers 

are politically irreconcilable ...and will remain so until we completely 

and permanently outnumber them.’!'° In reality, Botha and Smuts were 

convinced that only by an alliance with the ‘moderate English sec- 

tions’ could they hope to defeat the ‘money power’ of the Progressive 

leaders.''' They were determined to prevent the ‘race’ card being used 

to rally the English vote, as Rhodes and Milner had used it before 

the war. Despite the Randlords’ fears, they were much too cautious 

to risk the mining economy by imposing the all-white labour policy 

urged by labour leaders.''* Far from adopting the linguistic and cul- 

tural nationalism of the Afrikaner leaders in the Cape and Free State, 

or championing the rural platteland against the Rand, the Het Volk 

government was careful to conciliate both English capital and English 

labour, in case their reunion let loose the power that had brought down 

Kruger’s republic. 

More to the point, both Botha and Smuts were in favour of 

South African union. Not the united British South Africa under English 

control that Milner had wanted, but a union nonetheless. Botha had 

deduced from the war that there was no room for two peoples and 

two flags in the sub-continent: ‘let us... have one government... let us 

now leave the past’, he had told Fitzpatrick in 1902.''3 Botha may have 

reasoned that, after the war, the Transvaal Afrikaners would not be able 

to hold their own. Even with self-government, they would face a surge 

of English numbers and influence brought by the growth of the Rand. 

For Smuts, the case for union was even more urgent. He was, after all, 

a Cape Afrikaner and an early supporter of Rhodes. After 1902, he 
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was as convinced as ever that white unity was imperative in the face 

of the ‘native problem’.'"4 The fragility of white power on the African 

continent obsessed Smuts all his life. But, like other Afrikaners, Smuts 

had a second, complementary, purpose. For him, the gravest threat to 

white unity and supremacy came from imperial interference: dividing 

the whites with its siren call of race and imperial loyalty; imposing 

the prejudices of missionaries and humanitarians. Union would squeeze 

out the influence that the Imperial government exerted through the 

High Commissioner, end the Imperial claim to be the trustee of the 

black majority, and install a ‘national’ government with the status and 

prestige of the Canadian, Australian and New Zealand dominions. 

It was far from clear that early union along these lines 

would get London’s support. In Milner’s terms, it was premature. But 

Milner’s successor took a different view. Selborne had been Milner’s 

old ally at the Colonial Office in the prelude to war. But he arrived 

in South Africa (in 1905) after five years at the Admiralty. He knew 

at first hand the strategic anxieties behind the Anglo-Japanese alliance 

of 1902, and the entente made with France in 1904. His view of Boer 

politics was also much more optimistic than Milner’s. Krugerism was 

finished, he insisted. Commerce and education were dispelling the stag- 

nation on which it depended.''5 Botha was a ‘Tory’ whose ideas were 

‘big’ and who depended on English votes."'® His views on education, 

railways and agriculture were really like Milner’s.''7 Far from seeing 

the Transvaal under Botha as a threat to British interests, Selborne 

saw it as the engine of progress for the whole of South Africa. Union 

was vital to economic development (by breaking down differences over 

tariffs and railways). Economic development would draw more British 

migrants. More British migrants would speed the advance of modernity, 

dilute Afrikaner solidity and encourage Botha’s non-racial politics. By 

an indirect route, Milner’s great goal of ‘British South Africa’ would be 

reached after all.™*® 

Selborne had a second reason to press union forward. The real 

danger to Britain’s influence, so he began to argue, was the gulf between 

white opinion in South Africa and radicalism at home. With the Lib- 

eral triumph at the 1906 election, the radical phalanx in the House of 

Commons was pressing for change in India and Egypt as well as South 

Africa, where Liberal attacks on Natal (over its treatment of the Zulu 

rising in 1906) were fiercely resented.''? The radicals would soon alien- 

ate the South African English as well as the Afrikaners.'*° But closer 
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union would keep the radicals’ trouble-making out of South Africa, 
and pave the way towards the grander aim of Imperial Federation, 
to which Selborne, like Milner and Chamberlain, was deeply commit- 
ted. The ‘Selborne Memorandum’, issued ostensibly at the request of 

the Cape prime minister (the rehabilitated Jameson, Rhodes’ political 

heir), was a coded call to arms for white unity against an overbearing 

metropole.'** Selborne’s ‘kindergarten’ promoted the federal idea in a 

propaganda campaign. Selborne’s own contribution was to push the 

divided and leaderless English (Jameson was no Rhodes)'*? towards 

a union which (to some Transvaal Progressives) exchanged the distant 

hope of a ‘British’ Transvaal for the immediate certainty of an Afrikaner 

South Africa.'*3 With the local consensus on union (not federation) at 

the Durban convention in 1908, Selborne’s colonial bandwagon over- 

came all resistance in London. The South Africa Act of 1909 removed 

Imperial control over internal affairs, including ‘native’ rights. Its only 

concession to Liberal unease was the exclusion (temporary, so it was 

thought) of the ‘High Commission territories’ of Basutoland (Lesotho), 

Bechuanaland (Botswana) and Swaziland from the new dominion. In 

1910, a (mainly) Afrikaner ministry took office in Pretoria. Imperial 

policy became ‘trust Botha’. 

It was a strange inconclusive finale to the greatest crisis of late- 

Victorian imperialism. But it was also a sign that the British connection 

was bound to depend on the scale and vigour of its local bridgehead. 

For much of the nineteenth century, the undecided struggle between 

whites and blacks for the South African interior had given significant 

leverage to the Imperial Factor and strengthened its grip on the coastal 

colonies. After the setback of 1881, the expanding influence of the 

Anglo-commercial elite had been the best hope of keeping the whole 

sub-continent within the British orbit. In 1898, Rhodes and Milner 

had fallen back on race loyalty and Britannic nationalism. After 1902, 

Milner had hoped to build his British South Africa on the surer foun- 

dation of a British majority. By 1908, even his staunchest friend among 

the South African English, Percy Fitzpatrick, acknowledged that, in the 

short term at least, there was no choice but to work with the ‘moderate’ 

Boers, Botha and Smuts, to prevent the revival of full-blooded repub- 

licanism — a view shared by Jameson. It is tempting to conclude that 

British blood and treasure had been spent in vain: that Britain’s hold on 

South Africa was more dependent than ever upon Afrikaner goodwill. 

That would be mistaken. 
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In fact, Botha and Smuts understood how limited and condi- 

tional was their tenure of power. In theory, they could disavow their 

allegiance to the Imperial crown and secede from the Empire. In prac- 

tice, loyalty was the only option. This was not because rebellion would 

be punished by a British invasion — though imperial intervention could 

not be ruled out. Nor because it would freeze the mineral economy 

with its close ties to London — though financial disruption would have 

followed. The real check on republican nationalism was more brutal. 

What Botha and Smuts feared most of all was a return to the ‘racial 

politics’ of 1899, and an English party united against them under Rand- 

lord leadership, under the banner of ‘the Empire in danger’. If that were 

to happen, then ‘Krugerism’ would also revive: and their centre would 

not hold. They could hardly doubt the results of repudiating the British 

connection: at best the break-up of the Union; at worst a civil war, pit- 

ting loyalist veterans against Boer commandos. This was the real legacy 

of the South African War: not the failure of Milner or the breaking 

of Kruger, but the entrenchment of the South African English, forged 

by the war and its prelude into a self-conscious ‘Britannic’ commu- 

nity within a brittle, gimcrack, settler state. Divided as they were by 

class and region and personal antagonisms, they were strong enough 

to exclude Afrikaner republicanism from practical politics. It was not 

what Milner and Rhodes had intended; but it proved curiously durable 

all the same. 



7 THE EDWARDIAN TRANSITION 

The last long decade before the outbreak of the First World War was 

a proving ground. It tested the extent to which the British had been 

able to adapt their superstructure of power and influence to the more 

strenuous global conditions that set in during the 1880s and 1890s and 

reached a further peak of intensity after 1900. The judgment of histori- 

ans has been variable. The Edwardian decade has sometimes been seen 

as the ‘high noon’ of empire, the last hurrah of a self-confident imperi- 

alism. But, usually, the view has been sterner. Indeed, the more closely 

the Edwardians have been scrutinised, the more they seem prone to 

well-merited anxieties. Far from delivering a new security, their aban- 

donment of ‘splendid isolation’ brought the uncertain liabilities of the 

Triple Entente and an uneasy dependence on Japan in East Asia. The 

cost of defending their naval supremacy was a furious arms race with 

Germany, and ended in a strategic withdrawal from the Mediterranean 

Sea. The Edwardian economy lost ground on productivity, and real 

incomes stagnated — one cause of large-scale industrial unrest in the 

last years of peace. The scale of mass poverty revealed by contempo- 

rary inquiry was an indictment of both ‘national efficiency’ and social 

justice. Domestic stability was threatened by fierce divisions over tariffs, 

taxation and the constitution. The revival of the Irish Question after 

1910 highlighted the failure of parliamentary government to resolve the 

future of Ulster and raised the spectre of civil war in the British Isles. 

On this view, it is easy to see why the last years before the 

First World War are often contrasted unfavourably with the mid- 

Victorian era. Late-Victorian Britain was a ‘declining hegemon’; Edwar- 

dian Britain a ‘weary titan’. But the reasoning here is faulty. Britain’s 

‘hegemonic’ status in the mid-nineteenth century is often invoked but 

rarely described. It is a plausible myth. British power in mid-century 
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had little purchase over much of continental Europe where allies were 

vital to intervention or leverage. Much of the non-European world lay 

beyond the reach of either the Royal Navy or the Indian Army. The 

sphere of mid-Victorian Britain’s economic primacy was wide (though 

far from global) but it was also shallow — since much of it was barely 

exploited. The late Victorians’ empire was richer as well as bigger. Too 

much can be made of their ‘relative decline’, especially when the mea- 

sures for it are vague. Too little has been made of the rising wealth of 

the Edwardians’ empire and the growing mass of assets they were piling 

up abroad. Indeed, for Edwardian Britain, the real question was not the 

retention or loss of a nebulous ‘hegemony’, but whether, as the British 

system expanded in a more intensely competitive world, its parts could 

be made to cohere. 

Imperial grand strategy and the South African War 

Before 1899, the grand strategy of empire had seemed obvious. British 

foreign policy was the policy of a sea-power, the sea-power. The Royal 

Navy was assumed to be capable of defeating any naval force that chal- 

lenged it in a general war. Command of the sea would be secured by a 

decisive victory and the destruction of the enemy fleet — as had happened 

at Trafalgar. Thereafter, the great archipelago of British interests and 

possessions spread across the globe would be invulnerable to invasion — 

with the signal exceptions of India and Canada. British sea-power 

would apply the brutal tourniquet of blockade to bring the enemy 

to terms. The Navy was thus the great defensive and offensive weapon 

of British world power. By contrast, the functions of the Army were 

of almost secondary importance. It existed to support the civil power 

at home, not least in Ireland; to supply men for the large contingent 

maintained in India; to garrison the bases and coaling stations scat- 

tered round the world; to provide for home defence in the unlikely 

event of an invasion undetected by the Navy; and to supply, if need 

be, an expeditionary force of up to 70,000 men for service overseas.' 

In the Stanhope memorandum of 1891 that set out the Army’s role in 

this order, the likelihood of such an expeditionary force being sent to 

Europe was treated as of almost fantastic improbability. 

These strategic preconceptions dictated the distribution of 

British forces around the world and influenced their formations and 
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tactics. The Navy was deployed on nine stations, each embracing a vast 
area of sea. On the Home Station were eighteen battleships and sixteen 

cruisers as well as a mass of smaller craft: this was the front line against 

invasion and the reserve against emergency elsewhere. In the Mediter- 

ranean, where the British had the greatest reason to fear a combined 

assault by France and Russia and much to lose, they kept a large force 

of twelve battleships and thirteen cruisers in a fleet of more than forty 

ships. On other stations, with the exception of China, they relied upon 

cruisers to maintain their seaborne primacy: ten in the Western Atlantic 

(the North America and West Indies station), two off the east coast of 

South America; four in the Eastern Pacific; seven to patrol the Cape 

of Good Hope and the West African coast; four on the East Indies 

station; and eight on the Australian.” On extra-European stations, the 

most visible sign of British sea-power was often the gunboat, a small, 

lightly armed ship of some 600 tons with a crew of between 60 and 

100.3 But the workhorse of British sea-power beyond European waters 

was the faster, well-armed, long-range cruiser, patrolling the sea-lanes 

and paying the courtesy calls that served as a none too subtle reminder 

that coastal states without navies and who depended upon the revenues 

from trade were wise to avoid the sea-power’s displeasure. 

By contrast with the Navy, the Army was somewhat more heay- 

ily concentrated. On the eve of the South African War it disposed of 31 

cavalry regiments and 142 infantry battalions grouped in pairs to form 

the county regiments created by the Cardwell reforms.* The infantry 

battalions were maids-of-all-work. In 1896, eighteen were scattered in 

pockets around the world from Bermuda to Hong Kong, three were in 

Egypt, three in South Africa, and fifty-two were in India. The remainder 

were at home, not so much as a striking force as a reservoir from which 

the overseas units were filled up. Indeed, it was easy to imagine that 

the Army at home existed chiefly to service the great garrison kept in 

India since the Mutiny: this was the manpower problem that obsessed 

its chiefs. Where the Army had seen action since the Crimean War it 

had fought small wars with small formations against Asian or African 

foes, usually lacking modern weapons.’ On colonial battlefields, indi- 

vidual resource and the brute courage of a professional army substituted 

for the staff skills and modern tactics prized by continental generals. 

Against an uncivilised foe military doctrine was straightforward. ‘Dash 

at the first fellows that make their appearance’, said Wellington, the 

greatest of the ‘sepoy generals’, ‘and the campaign will be ours.” 
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Of course, the late-Victorian system had been far from perfect. 

The generals fretted constantly over the shortage of manpower. “We 

live from hand to mouth, like the insolvent debtor who meets his daily 

liabilities by shifts invented on the spur of the moment’, complained 

Lord Wolseley in 1896. ‘Is this a real military system, or is it a system of 

make-believe??? The demand for more battleships on overseas stations 

rose inexorably: in the Mediterranean after the Franco-Russian alliance, 

and also in China. To cover the gaps, it had sometimes been necessary to 

make guarded promises of joint defensive action, as Salisbury had done 

with the Mediterranean agreements of 1887. Such precautions were 

needed, he told Queen Victoria, against the danger of the continental 

powers treating ‘the English Empire as divisible booty by which their 

differences might be adjusted’.® But it was the South African War that 

was cause and occasion for the most drastic review of grand strategy 

since the 1860s. 

There were several reasons for this. The defeats of ‘Black Week’ 

in December 1899 shattered any remaining complacency about the 

likely performance of the Army in a war against a first-class oppo- 

nent. The humiliation of military failure bred a mood of recrimination 

that surfaced during the war and afterwards at the Elgin Commission’s 

enquiry into its conduct. ‘For frank, not to say malicious criticism of 

one another’, remarked Milner sardonically in January 1900, ‘I know 

of no set of men equal to our haute armée.’? To the Royal Commission, 

Kitchener and other senior officers presented a catalogue of defects: the 

poverty of intelligence; the shortage of staff skills; the age and infir- 

mity of battalion commanders; the absence of professionalism among 

officers; above all the lack of any means to control the movements of 

an army far larger than the usual colonial expedition. One regimental 

adjutant had been reduced to advertising in a Cape Town newspa- 

per for information on the whereabouts of his unit.'° ‘Regarded as 

an institution or society’, remarked Leopold Amery crushingly in The 

Times History of the War in South Africa, ‘the British army of 1899 

was undoubtedly a success... As a fighting machine it was largely a 

sham.’'' During the war, the concentration of so much military man- 

power in South Africa made the defence of India (the first object of 

imperial grand strategy) look increasingly precarious. With Russia’s 

military frontier grinding towards the Himalayas, the Indian Viceroy 

Lord Curzon insisted that in the event of war 70,000 men would have to 

be sent immediately to India — a calculation the War Office was forced 

to accept in 19o01.'* Even if the men were available, South African 
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experience was bound to raise doubts about the Army’s ability to face 
an Armageddon in the Hindu Kush. 

But it was sea-power not the defence of India that touched the 
rawest nerve and galvanised the British cabinet. When Lord Selborne 
became First Lord of the Admiralty in November 1900, he quickly 

sounded the alarm to his colleagues.'3 Britain faced a revival of French 

sea-power in the Mediterranean, making Admiral Fisher’s call for more 

battleships there irresistible. Simultaneously, the Boxer Rebellion in 

China and the intervention by the Western Powers and Japan made the 

risk of a forced partition fat greater, and with it the chance of conflict 

between the Powers. Britain had to match the rapid growth of Russia’s 

eastern sea strength. “We could not afford’, wrote Selborne urgently, 

‘to see our Chinese trade disappear, or to see Hong Kong and Singa- 

pore fall, particularly not at a moment when a military struggle with 

Russia might be in progress on the confines of India.’"4 For Selborne, 

the emergency in East Asia on top of his Mediterranean difficulties was 

the last straw. A new course was essential. The cabinet toyed uneasily 

with a scheme to ally with Germany, but flinched at the prospect of mil- 

itary commitments in Europe. All the while, fear of Russia, that power 

to whom ‘defeat, diplomatic, naval or military matters less... than to 

any other power’,'> grew steadily stronger. ‘A quarrel with Russia any- 

where, about anything, means the invasion of India’, groaned Balfour, 

Salisbury’s nephew and heir-apparent, in December r9o01.'® Without 

allies, Britain would be fair game if France joined in. The short-term 

solution was a naval alliance with Japan in East Asia, concluded not 

without misgivings in January 1902. The end of the South African War 

in May 1902 did nothing to ease the naval strain. ‘We must have a 

force which is reasonably calculated to beat France and Russia’, wrote 

Selborne in January 1903, ‘and we must have something in hand against 

Germany.’*? Meanwhile, London struggled inconclusively with army 

reform to provide its share of the huge force of three or four hun- 

dred thousand men that Kitchener (now Commander-in-Chief in India) 

declared essential to repel an invasion brought closer by Russia’s new 

strategic railways in Central Asia.‘® But the government’s real decision 

was to endorse Selborne’s demand for a large rise in naval spending 

(50 per cent greater by 1905 than in 1899) and the revolution in naval 

deployment that Fisher had planned. 
Fisher became First Sea Lord and the Navy’s professional head 

in October 1904.'? He was determined to match the French and Rus- 

sians in the Mediterranean, where Britain’s imperial communications 
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were most vulnerable, and was passionately committed to equipping 

the Navy with the fast, armoured ‘all big gun’ warships made possible 

by technical advance. The price, as Fisher saw with brutal realism, was 

the scrapping of large numbers of older, less powerful ships — ‘too weak 

to fight, too slow to run away’ — and the concentration of resources and 

manpower in a modern battle-fleet in European waters. In December 

1904, Selborne announced a drastic redeployment. The South Atlantic 

station was wound up, the China, East Indies and Australian stations 

effectively merged. In place of the scattering of cruisers around the 

world, four cruiser squadrons, kept mainly in Europe, would be ready 

‘to show the flag in imposing force, wherever it may be deemed to be 

politically or strategically advisable’.*° In the following year, the five 

battleships on the China station were brought home. Large numbers of 

gunboats, Fisher’s ‘bugtraps’, were swept away. The dreadnought age 

had dawned. 

The naval policies initiated by Selborne and Fisher were a 

response to the weakness revealed by Britain’s isolation during the 

South African War and the growth in German, French and Russian 

sea-power. By 1907, the strategic situation had markedly improved, or 

so it seemed. The threat of a Franco-Russian attack had all but disap- 

peared; the danger of a combined assault by the three great European 

powers had vanished. The reason lay in diplomatic success and vicari- 

ous military good fortune. In April 1904, Salisbury’s successor as for- 

eign secretary, Lord Lansdowne, at last succeeded where Salisbury had 

failed in persuading France to agree to a comprehensive settlement of 

outstanding disputes in the imperial sphere. At the heart of the ‘Entente 

Cordiale’ was the mutual recognition of each other’s primacy in two 

zones of great diplomatic sensitivity: Egypt, where the British ‘tem- 

porary occupation’ had been an open sore in Anglo-French relations 

since 1882; and Morocco, whose proximity to French Algeria made 

its external connections a matter of intense concern to governments in 

Paris. The British hoped that the Anglo-French entente would open the 

way to an agreement with Russia, the real threat to their position in 

India and East Asia. The prospect looked bleak, and when Russia and 

Japan (Britain’s regional partner in East Asia) went to war in 1904 over 

the future of Korea and Manchuria, the danger of an Anglo-Russian 

clash briefly seemed acute. But, in a dramatic reversal of expectations 

(Fisher expected Russia to beat Japan),7* Russian naval power was 

shattered at the battle of Tsushima — Japan’s Trafalgar — in May 1905. 
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The British regained a clear margin of naval superiority over Germany, 
France and Russia combined. In 1907, the Tsarist government, weak- 
ened by defeat and revolution, accepted a diplomatic compromise in 

Persia and Central Asia - where friction with Britain had been greatest — 

that left southern Persia and Afghanistan, the ‘gates to India’, firmly in 

the British sphere.** The Anglo-Russian entente completed the rap- 

prochement between London and its long-standing rivals in the Outer 

World. Meanwhile, in the diplomatic crisis of 1905-6, when Germany 

had tried to disrupt the Anglo-French agreement over Morocco and 

revive British isolation, the new alignment had held firm — just. 

The promise of a new international equilibrium did not last 

long. By the end of 1908, there was growing alarm in Britain at the 

open challenge now posed by the ship-building programme of the 

German navy. While fears about the German plans were somewhat 

exaggerated, the schedule for dreadnought construction by Germany’s 

Mediterranean allies, Italy and Austria-Hungary, meant that a new 

round of the arms race had begun. In February 1909, the Asquith 

cabinet agreed to build eight new dreadnoughts, four more than their 

original estimate, on the assumption that proof would be forthcom- 

ing of German plans. By March, a full-blown ‘scare’ was under way, 

rapidly reaching Canada, Australia and New Zealand.*} An agitation 

sprang up in Australia to give a dreadnought to the Royal Navy.** The 

New Zealand government offered two dreadnoughts. The Canadian 

government under Laurier compromised with a scheme for a Cana- 

dian Naval Service.*5 At a special imperial conference on defence held 

in July, the British Admiralty urged the formation of dominion ‘fleet 

units’, recognising that, in the Pacific dominions, public opinion would 

demand some local control over the ships for which it had paid - even 

if they came under Imperial command in time of war. But the centre- 

piece of British policy was the remorseless drift towards a single-minded 

concentration on the naval race with Germany. Already in 1909, the 

Admiralty had quietly accepted that it could no longer match the two 

next strongest naval powers combined (the ‘two power standard’) and 

must settle instead for a margin of 60 per cent over Germany. By 1912, 

even this looked ambitious as a new German naval law was broached. 

When the Haldane Mission failed to reach agreement with Berlin on a 

standstill, the need to preserve superiority in the decisive battleground 

of any Anglo-German naval war — the North Sea — forced the Asquith 

government into a strategic revolution. 
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The revolution was a naval withdrawal from the Mediterranean 

announced in July 1912 by Winston Churchill, the First Lord of the 

Admiralty. The most powerful ships of the Mediterranean fleet were 

to be redeployed to the North Sea: the rest would be no match for the 

Austrian or Italian dreadnoughts of Germany’s allies. To protect her 

vast Mediterranean interests, her marine highway to the East and the 

naval approaches to Egypt, Britain would rely instead on the good- 

will of France, whose Atlantic squadron was transferred from Brest to 

Toulon in September. The clear implication was a deepening commit- 

ment to the support of France in any European conflict — the subject of 

secret ‘military conversations’ between the two general staffs since the 

Moroccan crisis of 1905-6. Britain’s army, like her navy, now seemed 

to be focused not on the defence of a far-flung empire, but on deterring 

a German bid for primacy in Europe. 

On the face of it, the change in Britain’s strategic fortunes since 

the outbreak of the South African War in October 1899 had been dra- 

matic. Indeed, the new pattern of world politics suggested that between 

1900 and 1914 Britain and its world-system had experienced a sharp 

phase of relative decline. The symptoms seem obvious. In regions once 

thought vital to British interests, their protection had been left to others 

or to luck. Once, governments in London had cut a lordly dash, treat- 

ing European diplomacy with insouciance and basing British power on 

seaborne self-reliance. Now they had been dragged into the European 

maelstrom as reluctant players in a volatile game of competing alliances. 

The Army had been remodelled for convenient deployment on the Euro- 

pean mainland, almost unthinkable before 1900. The old priorities of 

global power had shrunk to a continental commitment. Britain could no 

longer afford the luxury of ‘splendid isolation’ because British opinion 

would no longer pay for it. Indeed, as great power competition hotted 

up, British industrial power had slipped back. In a period of relative eco- 

nomic decline, the strain of upholding a worldwide pre-eminence and 

safeguarding the regional security of the British Isles had become too 

great. Over-extension abroad and under-performance at home forced 

a strategic change. The question was: if Britain gave up its role as the 

strategic guardian of the British system, how long would it be before 

its cohesion began to falter, its subject peoples became restless and its 

enemies closed in? 

Plausible in its own terms, this description is too apocalyptic. 

‘Splendid isolation’ was a romantic fiction. An active diplomacy in 
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Europe had always been vital to imperial interests: nowhere more so 
than in Egypt and the Near East. It was certainly true that there had been 
a fundamental shift in the theory and practice of British grand strategy. 
There was a new strategic setting. Britain’s world interests were less 

secure. The margin of safety was narrower. The brittle alignments and 

fractious diplomacy of pre-1914 Europe can be seen with hindsight to 

foreshadow a catastrophic war. But the scale of pre-war change should 

not be exaggerated. The real question was not whether there had been 

a relative decline from some imaginary benchmark of mid-Victorian 

‘primacy’, but whether the British were still strong enough to protect 

their system against rival powers — by whatever means. To answer 

this properly, and to take a more realistic view of Edwardian strategy, 

requires some account of the wider geopolitical scene. 

Britain in world politics 

The new shape of world politics after 1900 affected all the great powers 

competing to be ‘world states’. To none of them did it offer unequivocal 

advantage, or a clear road to primacy and hegemonic status. Each faced 

political risks at home and abroad that drastically reduced the scope 

for forceful action on the international stage. This applied to Germany, 

Russia and the United States, the powers that were best placed to take 

the initiative. Germany was the strongest. A sustained programme of 

naval expansion had made it the principal threat to British sea-power. 

Germany’s foreign trade had expanded rapidly and its new merchant 

fleet, like its navy, was second only to Britain’s. German investment 

had begun to penetrate regions like Latin America, long the preserve of 

British capital.*® Not surprisingly, in some naval, shipping and colonial 

circles, as well as among conservatives hostile to the liberal capitalism 

with which London was so closely identified, antagonism to Britain 

was commonplace. But, while German policy was committed to the 

Tirpitz plan, and a high seas fleet strong enough to enforce neutral- 

ity on Britain in the event of continental war, there was little enthu- 

siasm in Berlin for a frontal assault on the British system. German 

diplomacy shifted uneasily between Bismarckism and the Weltpolitik 

favoured by the Kaiser. The Bismarckian tradition looked coolly on 

imperial self-assertion and the German nationalism with which it was 

associated. For Bismarck, the gravest threat to the new German Empire 



264 / Towards ‘The Sceptre of the World’ 

had been the growth of national feeling among the subject peoples of 

Eastern and Central Europe: Poles, Czechs, Slovaks, Ukrainians and 

South Slavs.27 Hence German security required good relations between 

the three great imperial monarchies ruling over this vast multi-ethnic 

Mitteleuropa: the Hohenzollerns, Hapsburgs and Romanovs. British 

goodwill should be cultivated as a counterpoise to France whose hope 

of revanche and the restoration of Alsace-Lorraine made it the joker of 

European diplomacy. This more conservative view of German interests 

grew stronger in the last years before 1914. After 1909, there was no 

question of outbuilding Britain in dreadnoughts, not least because the 

revenue base of the German central government was much more limited 

than that of its British counterpart.”® As the means to imperial expan- 

sion, the high seas fleet became a broken reed. Meanwhile, the fate of 

Mitteleuropa had become more pressing — and Austro-Russian antipa- 

thy more dangerous. By the time of the First Balkan War (1912- 

13), Berlin was anxious to mend its fences with London and came 

to terms over the future disposal of Portugal’s colonies (should Lis- 

bon’s bankruptcy bring them on the ‘market’) and the railway line to 

the Persian Gulf (the Bagdadbahn). But one crucial element of Welt- 

politik remained embedded in German policy. The Kaiser’s government 

refused to abandon its naval programme without the promise of British 

neutrality in a European conflict. It was exactly the concession which 

(as we shall see) the logic of Edwardian diplomacy was bound to reject. 

The novelty and seriousness of Germany’s naval challenge — 

and the reason why it aroused so fierce a reaction in Britain — was 

that it threatened to nullify the British claim to be a great power in 

Europe, a claim founded ultimately on the possession of sea-power. 

But for more than a century it had been the insidious threat of 

Russian expansion that had haunted British thinking on imperial 

defence. What made Russia so dangerous, thought the policy-makers, 

was its ability to exert pressure on four different regions of great strate- 

gic or commercial importance to Britain: the maritime corridor between 

the Black Sea and the Mediterranean (the ‘Straits’); Persia and the 

Persian Gulf; Afghanistan and the inner Asian frontiers of India; and 

North China and Peking. In British eyes, the danger was compounded 

by the brute scale of Russia’s resources, especially in manpower, and 

the erratic, inscrutable processes of Russian policy. In a secretive 

hothouse atmosphere, periodically scorched by the gusts of pan-Slav 

emotion, rival court camarillas competed for the Tsar’s capricious 
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sympathy. Careerist soldiers, unscrupulous concessionaires and reli- 
gious mystics touted their reckless projects amid grandiloquent talk of 

the Romanov mission. With so insatiable and unpredictable a power, 

the partition diplomacy that was Salisbury’s forte stood little chance of 

success. This was a gloomy and misleading view of the Russian polity. 

But it reflected the feeling of impotence in the face of the northern 

leviathan: the ‘invulnerable power’ of Selborne’s warning, the ‘inland 

tyranny’ immune to naval chastisement in Lord Salisbury’s regretful 

phrase. It was fuelled by the paranoid fear that a Russian attack on 

the Indian frontier would spark a second Mutiny and bring down the 

Raj from within. It was grudging acknowledgment that Russian empire- 

building was on a scale as vast as Britain’s and that the colonising drive, 

celebrated by Russian historians as much as by British, had accelerated 

in the late nineteenth century. As its railways reached further, tighten- 

ing its grip on its vast peripheries, Russia’s domination of North Asia 

seemed certain to grow.*? 

Instead, it received a violent check. Defeat by Japan in 1905 

revealed the latent weakness of the Russian system and the fragile foun- 

dations on which Tsardom had erected so imposing a superstructure.?° 

Economic backwardness was the root of the problem. Low agricul- 

tural productivity, a narrow industrial base, a stunted rail network 

and dependence upon foreign capital were the real index of Russian 

power and a massive brake on strategic freedom. Economic weakness 

reinforced (and was aggravated by) demographic inadequacy. Ethnic 

Russians were too few (forming 45 per cent of the Empire’s popula- 

tion) and much too immobile to dominate the minorities that Tsar- 

dom had conquered. The frontiers of empire could not be closed: they 

were too porous to seal off the external connections that made the 

loyalty of frontier peoples so doubtful in time of crisis. In fact, the 

Empire remained a multi-ethnic construct to its very core since Tsardom 

had advanced not by building up a Russian state but by collaboration 

with non-Russian elites — in the Ukraine, the Baltic, Poland, Finland, 

Georgia, Armenia and elsewhere. Nor was Russian culture a substitute 

for political weakness since it lacked the absorptive quality or universal 

appeal to attract the European and Islamic minorities under Tsardom’s 

sway.3' The result was an imperial power whose size and spasmodic 

aggression masked weaknesses laid bare in the military catastrophe of 

1905, and the near implosion of the whole regime. Thereafter, it was 

clear that for some time to come a forward movement in North Persia 
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or towards the Straits would require the support of either Germany or 

Britain. Without one or the other, the outcome would be humiliation - 

a lesson confirmed in the Bosnian crisis of 1908.37 In official circles, the 

need for caution was well understood.33 To a realist as brutal as Peter 

Durnovo, the saviour of Tsardom in 1906, internal cohesion could 

hardly survive the effects of a European war. The age of expansion was 

over, he thought. The age of crisis was about to begin.34 

Britain’s greatest rival, judged by population and output, lay 

not in the Old World but in the New. Anglo-American antagonism was 

much older than Anglo-German. Relations had improved in the later 

nineteenth century. But, in the Caribbean and Central America, there 

had been persistent friction between the old colonial power and the new 

commercial prodigy. Canadian mistrust of American expansionism was 

a further complication. Then, with the Spanish-American War of 1898, 

the United States became an imperial power. It annexed Hawaii and 

tightened its grip on the Central Pacific. As ruler of the Philippines, it 

could claim new influence in maritime China. As master of Cuba, it 

dominated the Caribbean. But the most significant change, from the 

British point of view, was the new commitment to naval power in the 

presidency of Theodore Roosevelt (1901-9). By 1907, he had persuaded 

the Congress to fund the building of a fleet second only to Britain’s. 

For the embattled Royal Navy, a new sea challenge to its rear joined 

the new sea challenge to its front. 

If Tirpitz had been right, the rise of American sea-power would 

have sealed Britain’s global fate. For Tirpitz believed that common 

antagonism to British supremacy was the natural policy of all sea 

states.35 The reality was very different. The British were certainly at 

pains to conciliate American opinion. Soon after 1900, they had tac- 

itly acknowledged that a war with the United States was militarily 

unwinnable and politically unthinkable. America’s new status in the 

Caribbean was recognised in the Hay-Pauncefote treaty of t901 when 

Britain disclaimed any interest in the Isthmus of Panama. Britain was no 

enemy of the Monroe Doctrine, declared Arthur Balfour in the House 

of Commons.3*° When the puppet state of Panama was carved out of 

Colombia with American help in 1903, and a canal zone leased in per- 

petuity to Washington, the way was open for an American-owned ‘path 

between the seas’.37 The balance of power had shifted abruptly in the 

Western Atlantic — or so it seemed.3® Meanwhile, the inexorable rise of 

the American economy was a source of commercial unease in London. 
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But none of this meant that America now threatened the British world- 
system. 

There were several reasons for this. American opinion was still 

too ‘continentalist’ in outlook to be converted to the ‘navalist’ views 

of Roosevelt or his successor Taft. After 1908, their ambitions were 

reined in by a sceptical Congress.3? Secondly, American sea-power was 

hobbled by the need to guard two oceans, separated before 1914 by 

the voyage round Cape Horn. Thirdly, as Roosevelt gradually saw, 

American interests in China had been exposed by Russian defeat to the 

pressure of Japan, an ally of Britain since 1902. The Philippines looked 

less like a salient in Asia than a hostage to naval fortune. Fourthly, the 

onset of revolution in Mexico in 1910 renewed the old American night- 

mare: European (or even Japanese) intervention to check the assertion 

of Washington’s influence in its own ‘backyard’.4° The timing here was 

crucial. For, as completion of the Panama Canal crept nearer, strategic 

control of the Caribbean and its approaches loomed larger and larger 

in American concerns.*? 

As a result, the social and cultural rapprochement between 

Britain and America, and the racial appeal of ‘Anglo-Saxonism’ on both 

sides of the Atlantic, had its counterpart in diplomacy. If British leaders 

repudiated all thought of Anglo-American conflict, it was no more 

thinkable in Washington. British naval supremacy, remarked Theodore 

Roosevelt, was ‘the great guaranty for the peace of the world’.4* For 

Roosevelt, a large and efficient United States Navy would be ‘the junior 

member of an informal two-power alliance’ tilting the international 

balance towards Anglo-American interests.43 The cold calculations of 

naval planners were based on the same assumption. Japan (“War Plan 

Orange’) and Germany (‘War Plan Black’) were the likely enemies.*4 

A German attack was only possible in the ‘highly improbable’ event of 

British acquiescence. To American opinion, concludes a recent study, 

the real guarantor of its Atlantic security was British not American 

sea-power.*5 On this calculation, the United States looked less like an 

imperial rival and more like a forceful, determined ‘super-dominion’. 

These checks and balances in the scope of great power ambition 

help to explain why the theoretical vulnerability of Britain’s vast and 

straggling empire, sprawled across the globe, as one official remarked, 

like ‘a gouty giant’, was not translated into territorial loss. By the yard- 

stick of relative power, the British system was surprisingly strong. It 

could not be encircled. Its rivals were at odds. Its lines of communication 
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were secure — unless naval catastrophe occurred in Europe. These were 

the assets that Edwardian strategy was designed to exploit. But, as the 

policy-makers came to realise, they could not be turned to account with- 

out a more or less drastic revision of the old assumptions of Salisbury’s 

Realpolitik. 

The South African War had been the forcing-house of change. 

International isolation and the unrealised threat of a great power com- 

bination against them left a lasting impression on British leaders. Post- 

war tension with Russia and Germany drove home the lesson that their 

imperial ambitions could not be contained by sea-power alone. In the 

Foreign Office, a diplomacy of studied caution seemed the only cure for 

Britain’s exposed position. ‘A maritime state’, remarked a leading offi- 

cial, ‘is, in the literal sense of the word, the neighbour of every country 

accessible by sea.’ To avoid falling foul of a hostile coalition, it must 

aim to ‘harmonize with the general ideals common to all mankind’, 

paying careful attention to ‘the primary and vital interests of a 

majority... of the other nations’.4° Britain could not hope to frustrate 

the ambitions of all its rivals, was Crowe’s implication. A new realism 

was necessary. This mood was shared even by the most ebullient of 

Edwardian politicians. ‘We are not a young people with an innocent 

record and a scanty inheritance’, Winston Churchill told his cabinet 

colleagues in January 1914. ‘We have engrossed to ourselves an alto- 

gether disproportionate share of the wealth and traffic of the world. We 

have got all we want in territory, and our claim to be left in the unmo- 

lested enjoyment of vast and splendid possessions, mainly acquired by 

violence, largely maintained by force, often seems less reasonable to 

others than to us.’47 

The spirit of Edwardian diplomacy was pragmatic acceptance 

that Britain now had to compete with ‘world states’ of broadly equal 

capabilities and appetites. A second insight followed. More than ever 

before, retreat into blue water isolation was impossible. The gradual 

integration of world politics since the 1880s was now complete. The 

fate of distant regions could not be localised: faraway rivalries led back 

ineluctably to the balance of power in Europe. The future of China, 

the Arab Middle East, Portuguese Africa or the Belgian Congo would 

be settled by the European great powers with the United States and 

Japan as their junior partners. Alarming from one point of view, this 

vision of a Eurocentric globe offered some consolation. It seemed to 

rule out the danger that Britain’s rivals could make dramatic territorial 



269 / The Edwardian transition 

gains by a military or diplomatic coup. The existing distribution of 
global influence and the colonial ‘share-out’ it embodied could only 
be changed by diplomatic agreement. Unless, that is, it was upset by a 
major breakdown of the European balance and the sudden emergence 

of a dominant superstate. The logic of this was that the British system 

could best be protected by the strenuous exercise of Britain’s influence 

in European politics, with the right to be consulted, and the capac- 

ity to intervene, if the continental balance were at risk. To many late 

Victorians, the prospect of alliances and alignments with the continen- 

tal powers had been unwelcome, even dangerous, and the threat of a 

European combination against them a real one. To their Edwardian 

successors, it seemed that the latent conflicts between the European 

powers now ran so deep that only by incompetence or abdication could 

Britain be isolated. This was the lesson of the ententes with France and 

Russia. An active, flexible diplomacy in Europe was thus the best guar- 

antee of imperial safety. The ‘balance of power’ was not just an ideal: 

to the assumptions on which Edwardian diplomacy was based it had 

become a necessity. 

These elements of Edwardian grand strategy crystallised in 

1912 as the naval competition with Germany intensified. London 

rejected the German demand for its neutrality in a future war as the price 

of a naval ‘holiday’. The whole point of naval primacy was to ensure 

Britain’s capacity to intervene against disturbance of the continental 

equilibrium. Indeed, maritime power was her principal claim to great 

power status. The cost, as we have seen, was an even greater concentra- 

tion of naval strength in the North Sea to deter aggression by Germany. 

The consequence was a naval withdrawal from the Mediterranean, the 

sacrifice, on a superficial view, of imperial to domestic safety. But the 

senior ministers of the Asquith cabinet vehemently rejected this impli- 

cation. Churchill (First Lord of the Admiralty), Haldane (Secretary of 

State for War), Lloyd George (Chancellor of the Exchequer) and Grey 

(Foreign Secretary) all agreed that Britain’s Mediterranean interests 

would only be in danger if she had first been defeated in the North 

Sea. Whatever setbacks she might suffer in the region would quickly 

be reversed once command of the sea had been gained in the deci- 

sive northern theatre.4® And, anyway, Churchill insisted, by to915 the 

Royal Navy would be strong enough to return in force.4#? Meanwhile, 

overwhelming strength where it mattered most, and the purchase that 

gave in European diplomacy (above all in securing the friendship of 
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France), were the real foundation of British world power. They were 

the vital source of leverage against the aggressive designs of rival pow- 

ers; the best guarantee that, short of an earthquake in world affairs, 

any redivision of the global spoils could only be slow and partial. And, 

while British claims to new territory or wider spheres were sure to be 

contested, there was no reason to think that holding what she had (no 

mean inheritance) was now beyond her means. 

The credibility of these assumptions would soon be tested in 

the First World War. But, in the meantime, the combination of entente 

diplomacy and naval concentration had achieved a striking recovery 

from the isolation and vulnerability that British leaders had feared dur- 

ing and after the South African War. More to the point, it had done so 

without driving a wedge between the different elements of the imperial 

system. Of course, the British taxpayer bore the overwhelming brunt 

of the financial burden. In that sense, a revolt at home was always 

the greatest threat to imperial cohesion. There were acrimonious strug- 

gles in cabinet over the naval estimates in 1908-9 and again in 1914. 

But, despite the demands of welfare reform and a fierce parliamentary 

lobby against the surging costs of the naval programme, domestic opin- 

ion accepted the dramatic rise in naval spending (from £31 millions a 

year in 1904 to £51 millions in r914). It did so in part because the 

invasion of Britain seemed as great a danger as the loss of empire — 

exactly the premise on which both foreign and naval policy depended. 

Indeed, naval and diplomatic doctrine rendered meaningless the distinc- 

tion between domestic and imperial interests. In the white dominions, 

this formula was less readily accepted. Dominion public opinion had 

been roused by the fear that Britain’s naval decline would expose the 

Empire to external attack. If the Empire were broken up, remarked 

the (New Zealand) Nelson Evening Mail, ‘in ten years the Asiatic pop- 

ulation of New Zealand would exceed the European’.5° In Canada, 

however, the dominion’s response was caught up in a bitter party quar- 

rel between those who favoured a local ‘tin-pot’ navy and those who 

preferred a direct contribution to the cost of new dreadnoughts — the 

policy of the premier Borden after 1911 but blocked by his opponents 

in the Senate. In the Pacific dominions, where the results of Churchill’s 

concentration policy were felt most acutely amid growing mistrust of 

Japan, there was marked reluctance to see the battleships built by local 

money deployed far away in northern Europe. ‘As a Briton’, remarked 

the New Zealand defence minister, ‘{I] would like to see a consolidated 
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Empire strong enough to stand without the Entente cordiale.’5* In prac- 
tice, Australian and New Zealand leaders had little option but to accept 
Churchill’s insistence that their security lay not in little local flotillas 

but in the Royal Navy’s ability to face down the threat to its maritime 

primacy. ‘The situation in the Pacific’, he told them in April 1913, 

‘will be absolutely regulated by the decisions in the North Sea’.5? After 

all, whatever its shortcomings, this version of imperial defence was 

plausible. The alternative, a more far-reaching coordination of military 

resources, might restrict the autonomy of dominion governments with- 

out giving them more influence on British grand strategy. Indeed, the 

great success of Liberal policy after 1905 had been a credible defence 

of British world power without recourse to Chamberlainite schemes of 

imperial unity and tariff reform. More remarkably still, at a time of 

rising international tension, it avoided the necessity of levying heavier 

costs on India, so long the milch-cow of imperial defence. A heavier 

load on the Indian taxpayer would have aggravated the resentments 

that Morley’s reform was meant to soothe. Instead, from 1904 to 1914 

(while Britain’s defence spending was doubled), the Indian military 

budget rose barely at all.53 

In the decade before the outbreak of war, British leaders 

exploited the errors and weaknesses of their imperial rivals and the 

new opportunities of global politics. They reinforced Britain’s role 

as the strategic guardian of her worldwide system and in doing so 

shored up her imperial authority. But they had not of course devised 

a final solution to the problem of imperial security. Nor could they 

rule out extending the territorial burdens over whose vast scope offi- 

cial opinion was always fretting. In the partitioned world, re-partition 

was likely sooner or later. Portuguese Africa and the Belgian Congo 

might change hands if their owners went bankrupt or their commer- 

cial life became dominated by foreign interests —- an outcome that Grey 

regarded as all but inevitable.54 Indeed, Britain and Germany reached 

agreement in principle on the division of Portugal’s colonies in 1913.°5 

In the unpartitioned world, the difficulties of an amicable share-out and 

the risks of collision were considerably greater. In China, the revolu- 

tion of r9rt had installed an unstable republican regime. The break- 

down of central authority and the rise of regional warlords seemed 

likely to test the cooperation of the outside powers — Britain, Russia, 

Germany, France, the United States and Japan — even more than the 

Boxer Rebellion of 1900. Defending Britain’s large slice of the Chinese 
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commercial cake was unlikely to grow easier or its diplomatic and mil- 

itary costs less burdensome.5° Most dangerous of all was the political 

flux in the Near and Middle East. In Persia, it seemed more than likely 

that the insistent pressure of Russian influence in the north and the 

gradual detachment of whole provinces like Azerbaijan (where there 

were 10,000 Russian troops by 1913) from Persian control would be 

mirrored in a British quasi-protectorate in the south and southwest of 

the shah’s dominions — a tendency that the British oil concession there 

was bound to accentuate.°” In the Persian Gulf and in the Hedjaz - 

the seat of the Muslim Holy Places — the British watched uneasily as 

the new ‘Young Turk’ regime in Constantinople cut down the free- 

doms of local notables — like the Sherif of Mecca, hereditary guardian 

of the Holy Places — and drove its railways and garrisons deeper into 

Arabia. An Ottoman ‘forward policy’ would push up the cost of British 

influence.5® Worse still, after its catastrophic losses in 1912-13 (Libya, 

the Dodecanese, Crete and the rest of Ottoman Europe save Eastern 

Thrace), the Ottoman Empire might become the catspaw of Germany. 

In the Baghdad Railway agreement of 1914, the British insisted that 

no German-owned railway be allowed to reach the Gulf and challenge 

their political and commercial influence there. But here, as in North 

Persia, the British were well aware that the mutual antagonism of their 

European rivals was the key to the economical defence of their regional 

interests. 

British leaders had made the best of the new geopolitical uni- 

verse. They had squared the circle of domestic reform, imperial unity 

and great power rivalry. Buoyant revenues and diplomatic fortune had 

come to their rescue. But a real equilibrium had eluded them. Ultimately, 

their ‘system’ depended upon the stability of great power relations in 

Europe and the conservative ethos of ‘old diplomacy’. It assumed that 

general war was improbable and that, if it broke out, neither side could 

gain decisive victory. It rested upon the accidents of dynastic politics in 

Central Europe, and the fate of Europe’s semi-colonial periphery in the 

Balkans. But Europe was not the still calm centre of a restless world. 

And its stresses were soon to erupt with volcanic force. 

The political economy of Edwardian Empire 

The cohesion of the British world-system depended in the last resort 

upon Britain’s independence and the guarantee of strategic protection 
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offered by her naval and military power. But it was unlikely to last long 
if the British economy began to lose speed. Yet, by some measures, eco- 
nomic decline seemed to have set in by 1914. The era when Britain had 
been the unchallenged workshop of the world was over. In Germany 
and the United States, new industrial economies had grown up. In both 

iron and steel production (the basic index of industrial power), they had 

outstripped the first industrial nation. American output was three times 

as great; German production of crude steel was twice that of Britain 

by 1910.59 As they industrialised, both Germany and the United States 

closed their doors to many British-manufactured imports, driving them 

towards other markets. Worse still, they began to compete strongly in 

export markets favoured by British manufacturers, especially in Europe, 

and invaded the home market as well. Not surprisingly, Britain’s share 

of world trade fell steadily. Manufactures began to make up a larger 

share of British imports, rising to some 25 per cent by 1913. And, 

while Germany and the United States moved rapidly into the second 

generation of industrial products — electrical goods, chemicals, motor 

vehicles — Britain seemed to lag behind. Technological conservatism 

and excessive dependence upon ‘old-fashioned’ industries like cotton 

textiles, signalled an apparent loss of managerial dynamism, the onset 

of commercial sclerosis, and the triumph of a complacent upper-class 

amateurism over the scientific management demanded by the scale and 

scope of modern industry. 

The implications of failure to compete with the most advanced 

and successful industrial economies were dire. If the British economy 

grew less swiftly than its main competitors, British consumers would 

become (relatively) poorer, and their demand for the commodities of 

Britain’s trading partners in the extra-European world would slacken. 

If British technology stagnated, then new industries would be slow to 

emerge when old products like textiles could no longer compete with 

lower-cost rivals in the industrialising world. If neither exports nor 

imports kept pace with those of rival powers, Britain would gradually 

lose its claim to be the marketplace of the world, and the natural ter- 

minus of the world’s merchant shipping. And, as the profits of trade 

and industry declined, it might be harder to find the capital for the 

investment overseas whose proceeds had buoyed up the buying power 

of the British consumer. Britain’s trading partners within and without 

the Empire would turn instead to new sources of capital, to new and 

more vigorous markets, and to more up-to-date suppliers of the tech- 

nologies and manufactures they needed. As the vicious circle tightened, 
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the means to sustain the costly apparatus of world power — the expense 

of which was subject to constant inflation — would begin to dry up. The 

allies and associates of the British system would drift at best towards 

centrifugal autonomy, at worst towards a new constellation of imperial 

power. The British would enter the well-filled graveyard of empires. 

But it is easy to exaggerate the symptoms of commercial decline 

and misleading to assume that the British economy was competing 

head on with its American and German counterparts. In trade as in 

strategy, the interests and capacities of Britain’s main rivals limited 

the sphere of outright confrontation. The peculiar trajectory of British 

economic development meant that it complemented the growth of new 

industrial powers as much as competing with them. It was the viability 

of this ‘economics of coexistence’, rather than a Darwinian struggle 

for industrial supremacy, that would determine the fate of the British 

system. 

In 1913, the four largest industrial economies in the world were 

the United States, Britain, Germany and France. The American economy 

had the largest output (at around £8 billion a year in current prices). 

Britain and Germany had smaller economies of roughly equal size 

(different estimates place Britain’s GDP at between £2.2 and £2.5 bil- 

lion, Germany’s at £2.8 billion). France trailed some way behind; Russia 

was an industrial minnow. But this crude ranking conceals important 

differences. The British had little in common with the other industrial 

powers. They were still the world’s greatest trader. Though their share 

of world trade had fallen with the huge increase of commercial traffic, 

they still exported and imported far more than any other state: 40 per 

cent more than Germany in 1913, nearly 60 per cent more than Amer- 

ica. Their share of the world’s manufactured exports at 30 per cent was 

comfortably ahead of both. With commercial primacy went a com- 

manding superiority in shipping and business services. In 1907, they 

earned from these some £107 million, nine times the American figure. 

Britain’s steam-powered mercantile fleet of over 10 million tons was 

four times the size of Germany’s. British overseas banks were ubiqui- 

tous and their financial services indispensable to international business 

outside Europe and North America.®° Their strength and importance 

owed much to London’s unrivalled status as an international money 

market. At more than £4 billion, British overseas investment made up 

some 44 per cent of the world’s total of foreign-owned capital in 1913. 

It was more than twice the size of France’s, more than three times 
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Germany’s, and six times that of America. And, unlike the investments 
of the French and Germans, it was to be found not in Europe but 
spread across the world, in the Americas, India, Africa and the Pacific. 
Taken together, the income from the export of services and from over- 
seas investments contributed one-third of Britain’s external earnings 
(the rest came from merchandise exports). Net export of services con- 

tributed over 5 per cent and net overseas income over 8 per cent of 

gross domestic product in 1913 —a greater proportion than that of any 

other major power.°! 

Thus Britain was quite unlike its main economic rivals. It was 

not just an industrial state, but an agency state (providing commercial 

services) and a rentier state as well, drawing a huge proportion of its 

wealth from these latter functions where the growth of international 

competition was much less acute. This distinctive pattern reflected 

Britain’s comparative advantage as an economic power. In a seaborne 

age, its location between Europe and America and its excellent maritime 

communications made Britain a natural entrepot. A compact landmass 

and a dense rail network had encouraged simultaneously the growth 

of specialised industrial districts (like Lancashire, West Yorkshire, the 

Potteries, the Black Country, Clydeside, Tyneside and South Wales) and 

a centralised machinery of commerce and finance with its headquarters 

in London —a winning combination. With the second largest reserves of 

hard coal (thermally the most efficient) in the developed world, energy 

for industry and transport was abundant. With a large population, 

rapid population growth but an agricultural sector that employed pro- 

portionately far fewer workers than its German, French and American 

counterparts, Britain had relocated much of its agricultural production 

to overseas countries. In the ‘white dominions’ especially, this helped 

to turn its emigrant demographic surplus into suppliers, customers 

and borrowers on a grand scale. But it was the enormous growth of 

world trade and the world economy (to which the British had con- 

tributed heavily) that yielded a vital dividend of wealth in the last 

decade before the First World War. 

The value of international trade is usually thought to have 

increased tenfold between 1850 and 1913. Between 1860 and 1880 

it doubled from about £1.5 billion to £3.0 billion. The pace slackened 

between 1880 and 1900, by which date it had reached nearly £4 billion. 

Then, between 1900 and 1913, it doubled again to nearly £8 billion.°* 

This phenomenal commercial growth was driven by the urbanisation 
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and industrialisation of Europe (which accelerated sharply after 1870) 

and the opening up of new agrarian regions to supply the food and raw 

materials it needed. The key was the ever-falling cost of transport by 

sea and rail, the effect of which was initially to drive down the price of 

many agricultural commodities. But, after 1896, when wheat reached 

its lowest price for a century, commodity prices recovered, setting off 

the long boom in world trade up to 1913. As rural producers around the 

world reaped richer rewards, they bought more imports and borrowed 

more money. Vast new tracts of land in Argentina and the Canadian 

West were cultivated. Wheat was exported from India to Europe. West 

African farmers took up cocoa. The demand for rubber and oil began 

to soar. 

Not surprisingly, in such dynamic conditions, the demand for 

capital became intense. It was needed above all to finance the trans- 

port infrastructure without which development would be retarded, 

curtailing the profits of speculation in land, mines and urban prop- 

erty. Commodity-producing regions competed furiously to bring their 

goods to market and capture the largest share. They needed the ser- 

vices of shipping lines, shipping agents, insurers, banks and brokers. 

They needed the fast accurate commercial information provided by the 

telegraph. In turn, they spent much of the proceeds of their newfound 

wealth on consumer goods, especially clothes and cotton goods which, 

in non-industrial countries, typically made up between 15 and 30 per 

cent of imports.°} And, as the traffic in trade, capital and commercial 

information grew in scale and velocity, they experienced its ‘globalis- 

ing’ effects. Their port-cities, the hinge between hinterland and world 

market, swelled in size and importance, especially those on the great 

trunk routes of maritime trade across the North Atlantic, to the River 

Plate and eastward via Colombo to Singapore, Hong Kong and Yoko- 

hama. Commercial elites waxed richer and their views more influential. 

Diasporas expanded and prospered as their networks became more 

valuable. Information, fashion, opinion and news were more widely, 

swiftly and sometimes accurately disseminated. 

The principal great power beneficiary of these trends was 

Britain. The growth of world trade after 1900 was a huge opportunity. 

British steamship tonnage rose from 7.2 million in 1900 to 11.2 mil- 

lion in 1913.°4 The ‘invisible’ income from commercial services shot up 

from £109 million to over £168 million. The value of British exports 

rose from £291 million to £525 million,°° forming by 1913 some 
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25 per cent of GDP.*7 The total of British investment overseas all but 
doubled, and so did the income that it yielded — from £103 million to 
£199 million. Returns on investment abroad was now twice the figure 

for 1873, and four times that of the 1850s.°° The overall surplus on 

the balance of payments (current account) climbed like a rocket from 

£37 million in 1900 to £224 million in 1913,°? creating a huge new 

fund for investment overseas. And, as if to reflect the broadening stream 

of trade and capital, the number of emigrants from the British Isles to 

extra-European countries now reached its highest level in the last three 

years of peace, with Canada, Australia and New Zealand as the most 

popular destinations.7° 

This dramatic acceleration in global economic activity, and the 

active part played in it by Britain and the countries of the British world- 

system had important consequences for their stability and cohesion. 

For Britain’s own role, the timing had been crucial. The fact that the 

great rise in industrial competition had occurred in a period of such 

exceptionally rapid growth in world trade sheltered British industry 

from its worst effects. Two other circumstances eased Britain’s passage 

into a global economy in which competition was now ‘multipolar’. 

First, although the neatness of the boundaries should not be exagger- 

ated, the three great industrial powers tended to concentrate in differ- 

ent markets and (to a lesser extent) to specialise in different exports. 

American exports to Europe were chiefly food and raw materials, like 

cotton. American competition with British manufactures was strongest 

in Canada, taking by far the largest share of that country’s imports 

(Canada’s total imports in 1913 were $692 million: $441 million from 

the United States, $139 million from Britain, and $14 million from 

Germany),7' and in Central America. In 1913, Germany’s most impor- 

tant customers were in Europe, to which over three-quarters of her 

exports were consigned. Sixteen per cent went to the Americas, but only 

8 per cent to Asia, Africa and Oceania combined.”* By contrast, two- 

thirds of British trade lay outside Europe. The Americas took 21 per cent 

of British exports; Asia, Africa and Oceania 43 per cent.73 Of course, in 

a hugely increased volume of trade, British exports no longer claimed 

the same overwhelming predominance even in old-established markets. 

But this had not prevented (as we have seen) a large increase in British 

exports. And, while Britain imported a growing proportion of manu- 

factured goods, it was notable that German exports achieved a lower 

penetration there than in any other industrial country.”4 
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Secondly, Britain retained, and perhaps even enhanced, her 

astonishing pre-eminence as the supplier of capital and commercial 

services. Here, too, we should not underestimate the importance of 

commercial rivalry. But no single grand challenger had emerged. The 

United States had barely begun to export capital, and except in Canada 

and Central America was of minor significance as a foreign investor. 

In Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay, where South American growth was 

strongest, American investment was negligible.75 The sole exception 

in the ‘Southern Cone’ was Chile. France, second to Britain in for- 

eign investment, was far behind in industrial output and French capi- 

tal was concentrated overwhelmingly in Southern and Eastern Europe 

and in Russia.7° There was little prospect of Britain’s spheres being 

sucked into a French commercial imperium. German investment was 

much smaller in scale and, like France’s, mainly found in Europe. Out- 

side Europe, its infrastructure was underdeveloped. In Latin America, 

for example, German business found it easier to raise money through 

London.??7 Where German capital competed most aggressively in the 

extra-European world, it was usually where government pressure had 

been exerted on German banks and the objects were as much political 

as commercial.7® In fact, the normal instinct of banks and investors in 

continental Europe was to cooperate with London and use its services. 

This was hardly surprising. So long as so much of world trade was 

financed by sterling bills (the medium for transactions between differ- 

ent national currencies) — and two-thirds of sterling bills in 1913 served 

trade between third parties — the City would be the natural magnet for 

short-term funds and foreign exchange.7? These in turn would draw 

the foreign banks and their deposits to London, swelling still further 

the mass of capital and credit located there. 

In the long decade before the First World War, the impact of 

commercial change on the British economy had been to alleviate indus- 

trial competition and perhaps even to prop up industries — like cotton 

and coal — that were labour- not capital-intensive. Far from weak- 

ening London’s grip on its commercial empire, it helped the City to 

‘annex’ new provinces (like Argentina), to consolidate old ones (like 

India, South Africa, Australia and New Zealand), and to advance new 

tropical bridgeheads into West Africa and Southeast Asia. In the pro- 

cess, vast new assets were acquired and further claims piled up on 

the productive capacity of new regions. All this signalled a deeper and 

closer integration between Britain and the varied parts of the British 

world-system. 
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For Britain’s associates, clients and subjects in that system, the 
common experience had been the enormous growth of their foreign 
trade and the inflow of new investment, much of it directed to the 
improvement of their transport and communications. The weight in 
their economies shifted further towards the international sector, ori- 

ented if not always on Britain as a market then on London as the 

hub of their trade and finance. In independent countries like Argentina 

and Brazil, the City’s power was felt as keenly as in any colony. They 

had adopted the gold standard (with its guarantee of convertibility) to 

attract the foreign (usually London-based) investor. Having done so, 

they were forced to accept its ruthless discipline. When their imports 

outran their exports (as happened in the economic cycle), and their 

foreign credits dwindled, they had either to borrow more abroad or to 

rein in their home economies by monetary contraction, perhaps both. 

They dare not offend the money power in London: the consequences 

of an investment famine were too dire. Without capital imports, their 

export production would stagnate; without foreign credits (and access 

to sterling bills), trade would dry up; without foreign trade, public rev- 

enues would collapse.°° But the result was to transmit the fluctuations 

of export performance in exaggerated form into the internal economy: 

booms were wilder and contractions sharper. Moreover, gold standard 

countries on the ‘periphery’ soon felt the effects, if a correction was 

needed in the British economy, to check an adverse movement in for- 

eign exchange. By raising interest rates, the Bank of England could 

swiftly draw gold and foreign credits into London at the expense of 

peripheral economies — a technique at which it grew very adept in the 

years before 1914. The City’s pivotal role in world trade (with all its 

benefits) thus went hand in hand with its tightening grip on the eco- 

nomic life of extra-European states without money-markets of their 

own and dependent on foreign capital. 

The dominions, India and Africa 

The white dominions also saw large increases in their foreign trade 

and (with some variation) in their imports of capital between 1900 and 

1913. Here, too, the result was to strengthen the pull of London and (in 

different ways) to reinforce their attachment to the British system. The 

most obvious case was Canada where ‘continental’ integration with the 

American economy had been the main competitor. But the creation of 

a wheat economy in the Prairie West after 1900 using largely British 

capital checked this continental drift. The transatlantic route, and its 
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western extension to Winnipeg and beyond, grew busier. The great 

transport empire of the Canadian Pacific Railway (largely owned in 

Britain) prospered. Montreal, local metropole of the wheat economy, 

boomed. When reciprocity (free trade in natural products with the 

United States) was proposed in ror by Laurier’s Liberal government, 

it drew furious opposition not just from Montreal and the Canadian 

Pacific Railway, but (fatally) from Laurier’s Liberal allies in Ontario. 

For Toronto interests, as much as Montreal, now saw continentalism as 

a deadly threat to their vision of a national economy. The commercial 

tie with Britain was the best guarantee of Canadian autonomy, the 

continuing flow of British funds and the regional primacy of Central 

Canada in the confederation.** 
In South Africa, finally unified in 1910, the London connection 

was no less critical to the dream of a ‘national’ future. Far more than 

wheat or wool in the other dominions, gold was the foundation of the 

South African economy, and the indispensable means of recovery from 

the catastrophe of 1899-1902. In the years up to 1914, production and 

employment on the Rand grew rapidly. Gold output rose from £16 mil- 

lion in £898 (the last year before the War) to £38 million in 1912.°* The 

workforce followed suit.83 An authoritative estimate in 1914 claimed 

that gold mining contributed nearly half of government’s public and 

railway revenue. It may already have given half the population its 

livelihood in what was otherwise (barring diamonds) an impoverished 

agrarian economy. It was gold that attracted foreign capital; gold that 

paid for the railway system; gold that made possible the Union of 1910 

and the uneasy partnership of Boer and British. But the bonanza had 

strings. In the age of the gold standard, the international price of gold 

was fixed and invariable. Yet the cost of recovering the low-grade ores 

of the Rand rose remorselessly as the mines dug deeper. Profit depended 

upon driving costs lower, especially the cost of labour. Partly as a result, 

ownership of the mines was concentrated in the hands of a few large 

groups, of which the largest, the ‘Corner House’ group (Wernher, Beit, 

later the Central Mining Investment Corporation) controlled 50 per 

cent of production.*4 Corner House was managed from London — the 

world centre of mining finance — to which its principals had retired. On 

its fortunes depended much of South Africa’s commercial credit, and 

hence the experiment in white self-government embarked on in rgro. 

Powerful as it seemed, mining capital depended upon the 

Afrikaner-led government of Botha and Smuts for political support. It 
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faced an increasingly embittered white working class in Johannesburg 
furiously opposed to ‘dilution’ of the workforce by black or Chinese 
labour.®> Production, profits and share price were dangerously vul- 

nerable to strikes and sabotage. White opinion (and almost all voters 

were white) was susceptible to swaartgevaar (‘black peril’): the fear of 

black competition for jobs and a black presence in the towns. Afrikaner 

opinion (and the majority of whites were Afrikaners) disliked and mis- 

trusted ‘foreign’ capital and the ‘Randlords’. With their backs to this 

white wall, Smuts and Botha drove a hard bargain. They insisted on the 

expulsion of Chinese indentured labour — the red rag to the white bull — 

and encouraged the Randlords to replace foreign-born (largely British) 

mineworkers with local-born Afrikaners.’ In the Mines and Works 

Act of 1911, they imposed an industrial colour-bar on the Rand. But, 

in return, they outlawed strike action, crushed white labour militancy 

spectacularly in 1914 and sanctioned the huge increase in black migrant 

workers. Behind this compromise, we can see an anxious attempt to 

mitigate the political risks of exposure to external economic forces. But 

in no other dominion did the political and social structure (with all its 

racial conflicts and inequities) rest so completely on an industry bound 

so inflexibly to the London market. Nor on one so perilously close (or 

so it seemed until the mid-1930s) to commercial failure and terminal 

decline. 

Australia and New Zealand had suffered badly in the 1890s 

when falling export prices, over-borrowing, a banking crisis (as overseas 

deposits were withdrawn and their London assets shrank) and monetary 

contraction plunged them into depression. The steady rise in commodity 

prices in the new century brought relief and recovery. Australian exports 

reached £80 million by 1913%7 and an official commission rejoiced at 

the world’s insatiable appetite for Australian products.** Yet Australia 
failed to attract new British capital. In London, disillusionment after 

the crash of 1893 was reinforced by mistrust of the new Common- 

wealth’s blend of economic nationalism and home-grown socialism. 

The widening sphere of wage arbitration, state enterprise and protec- 

tive tariffs caused irritation in the City.8? Instead, Australians financed 

their capital needs and overseas debts from their rising export income. 

But none of this meant secession from the commercial world centred on 

London. Australian ‘socialism’ was not a reversion to autarky but (like 

the insistence on all-white immigration) a tactic to reduce the domin- 

ion’s exposure to the external shocks felt so sharply in the 1890s. 
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Economic realities dictated reliance on the British market for half of 

Australia’s rising exports, and on the City for the short-term funds 

that lubricated trade. As growth picked up, so did the need for British 

capital. Whatever their ‘socialist’ leanings, Australian leaders showed 

faultless conservatism when it came to banking. The Commonwealth 

Bank, set up in 1912 to meet the need for a central bank, carefully 

followed the fiduciary practice of the Bank of England.?° Not coinci- 

dentally, perhaps, there was a sharp rise in British investment thereafter. 

In New Zealand, where the 1890s had been less painful, the British con- 

nection was even more important. Nearly 80 per cent of New Zealand 

exports were destined for Britain and perhaps 90 per cent of public debt 

was held there.?' Tariffs were moderate, compensating (if that) for the 

fall in ocean freights and import costs.?* Banking practice was cautious 

to an extreme lest the London investor be frightened again.93 Above 

all, New Zealand farming was adapted to meet the surging demand in 

Britain for frozen meat and dairy products. The reward was an aston- 

ishing burst of economic growth. Between 1896 and rg9r1, production 

rose by 60 per cent, the area under white occupation by 50 per cent 

and population by 40 per cent. The fruit of this closer integration was a 

virtual remaking of New Zealand society, forging a political economy 

that would last for more than fifty years. 

For all the overseas dominions, the boom in global trade had 

been a chance to strengthen their economies and stabilise their poli- 

tics. But it had not brought greater freedom from London’s commercial 

influence. In economic terms, as well as political, ‘nation-building’ in 

the white dominions meant greater dependence not less on the British 

market and the financial machinery of the City of London. In a global 

marketplace, access to capital, information and expertise from the com- 

mercial centre was more essential than ever to dominion producers 

whose fortunes depended upon good connections with London, per- 

haps even a base there. In India, which lacked self-government, the 

pattern was more complicated. In commercial terms, India’s pattern 

of foreign trade was exceptionally valuable to London. India ran a 

trade surplus with Europe, the United States and Southeast Asia but a 

deficit with Britain, whose best customer it was. India’s remittances 

of foreign exchange helped London meet Britain’s trade deficits in 

America and Europe, lubricating the international payments system 

without which world trade would have expanded much more slowly. 

But India was also required to meet an annual bill for the interest 
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payments on borrowed British capital, for the pensions of British offi- 
cials and for the ‘hire’ of some 70,000 British troops normally stationed 
on the sub-continent. Since long-term borrowing was very difficult in 
India, and its own revenues were inelastic, the government of India 

relied on British lenders to supply the capital it needed for spending on 

public works like railways and irrigation. 

In the 1880s and 1890s, this economic relationship with Britain 

had been strained. India had a silver-based currency and silver’s value 

fell sharply against gold. The government of India had to find more and 

more silver rupees to pay its sterling debts. It faced a dangerous spiral 

of rising taxation (increasing discontent), heavier borrowing (to cover 

the deficit), ever-heavier debt service and the spectre of a default - 

a political and financial catastrophe of unimaginable proportions. 

India’s double function — in Britain’s payments balance and military 

‘economy’ — was at risk. In practice, after 1900, this danger quickly 

receded. At London’s insistence, the Indian government adopted a ‘gold 

exchange standard’. The rupee-sterling exchange rate was fixed, and a 

fund of gold and sterling assets established in London to maintain the 

value of the rupee and cover any shortfall in Indian remittances.94 The 

experiment was a success, but chiefly perhaps because it was launched 

at a time when India’s foreign trade and payments surplus were also 

rising rapidly. India’s surplus on commodity trade was about Rs 200 

million in 1900 and Rs 700 million in r910 and Rs 570 million in 

1913.95 It was true that India continued to run an overall deficit with 

London that arose in part from British loans and the service charges that 

London imposed. This had to be met by further borrowing. But the 

scale was comparatively modest (perhaps £6 million per year) and part 

of it was due to new investment in railways and irrigation in a period 

of commercial expansion. It was also true that the domestic impact of 

India’s deepening involvement in international trade was muffled by 

the vast scale of the rural economy much of it close to subsistence and 

threatened by periodic famine — although export-producing regions 

did experience rising living standards.?? The bar on tariffs imposed 

by London made diversification into industry more difficult. Overall, 

however, the pre-war years saw the closer integration of India into the 

British world-system. India remained Britain’s largest single market. Its 

export surpluses were larger. Its payments to Britain were met without 

strain. Most important of all, perhaps, financial stability and economic 

growth underwrote the political system of the Civilian Raj. Relieved 
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by prosperity from the pressure to tax more heavily or intervene more 

deeply in the agrarian economy, the Raj had no need to seek wider 

cooperation from its Indian subjects or pay the price in concessions.?* 

It could balance its imperial obligations and the Indian books. This 

was the vital condition if it was to keep its freedom as much from its 

overlords in London as its subjects in India. 

But perhaps nowhere were the effects of trade so striking as in 

Britain’s new tropical dependencies in Afro-Asia. The commodity boom 

galvanised their economies after 1900. The rapid growth of production 

and export sales attracted larger British-based companies with better 

access to credit and capital than indigenous traders. In colonial Malaya 

they took the lead in rubber and tin.?? In British West Africa, rocketing 

exports of cocoa and palm products transformed the prospects of the 

‘Coaster’ firms.'°° The colonial states could push railways into their 

vast new hinterlands as their credit rose with their (customs-based) 

revenues. As the interior opened up, the scale of British business was 

transformed. Large British firms crowded out their local African rivals. 

The rush for Nigerian tin excited the City.'°’ Shipping and banking 

fell under the control of the self-made magnate Alfred Jones, chairman 

of Elder Dempster and the British Bank of West Africa. Liverpool had 

long been the real metropolis of the British West African coast. Now 

its commercial reach extended to the fringes of the Sahara.'°* By 1905, 

the Lagos Chamber of Commerce was exclusively white. 

After 1900, then, the British exploited to the full their comparative 

advantage as traders, shippers and financiers and their dominance in 

cotton textiles — the universal consumption good in Afro-Asian markets. 

The demand for their capital and commercial services and the primacy 

of London as the clearing-house of trade and investment deepened the 

mutual dependence between the different elements of the British world- 

system: the British Isles; India; the white dominions; and the property, 

assets, concessions and installations that made up the City’s commer- 

cial empire in non-British countries. By 1913, nearly one half of British 

net assets were located overseas. British capital moved freely between 

the informal empire, the white dominions and the tropical dependen- 

cies. New business empires in railways and shipping combined interests 
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in all three. With its monetary controls now centralised in London, the 
Indian economy (and its vital functions) had been brought under closer 

imperial supervision. For the white dominions, not only were British 

markets and capital indispensable, but close contacts with London were 

needed for local businessmen who hoped to expand abroad, invest sur- 

plus funds or exploit their expertise in less developed economies. In the 

British system, all (or almost all) commercial roads led to London. They 

would do for so long as London could play its part in global commerce; 

so long as the British economy could produce, consume and invest on 

an imperial scale; so long as its chosen partners could maintain their 

hectic growth; and so long as Britain was the safest and strongest haven 

for foreign money. But, on all these scores, even in the boom years up 

to 1914, there was at least some room for doubt. 

Some of the symptoms of later weakness were already visible. 

For an advanced economy, the British were much too dependent upon 

the comparatively simple and labour-intensive technology of textile- 

making. They depended too heavily on coal, as an export and as a fuel. 

Their rate of saving was low and the failure to invest at home was 

reflected in stagnating industrial productivity. As many social critics 

complained, too much of the population was paid too little, a con- 

sequence of widespread under-employment. This limited consumption 

and promoted the migration that remained so marked a feature of 

British life. Among Britain’s most dynamic trading partners, there were 

signs that the furious expansion of their agrarian economies was level- 

ling off: in New Zealand, Canada and Argentina. Nor was the City’s 

great role as banker to the world without risk. The American crisis of 

1907 had shown that funds that rushed in could also rush out. The 

large volume of short-term funds that London attracted were poten- 

tially destabilising. Just holding them there might mean interest rates 

too high for domestic growth. Above all, perhaps, by relying so much 

on the proceeds of global trade, the British had staked their future on a 

world without war, or, at least, on a world without world-war. Some 

of these anxieties lay behind the campaign for tariff reform in Britain. 

Protection was meant to reduce Britain’s over-exposure to external 

economic forces. Protectionists like Milner insisted that, in the age of 

world-states, cosmopolitanism was dead and its champions deluded. At 

the time prosperity helped deflate the protectionist cause. The imperial- 

ism of free trade still ruled. Its theory and practice had been the secret of 

both Victorian expansion and its Edwardian climax. The implications 
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of its breakdown were massive. Acceptance of its logic and recognition 

of its benefits had held together the disparate elements of the British 

world-system. It weathered the Edwardian squalls. But its real test was 

to come. 

The politics of cohesion 

Like any worldwide empire, the British system was a prey to centrifugal 

forces. Resentment, recalcitrance, resistance and rebellion came natu- 

rally to those who felt (in different ways) the weight of British political 

and financial power. Political independence, economic self-sufficiency, 

or cultural autonomy promised obvious gains to at least some colonial 

(and semi-colonial) elites. But only if the conditions were right, the costs 

were low and the benefits clear. 

In the long Edwardian decade, the economic and geopolitical 

conditions we have examined were, in general, imperially benign. They 

favoured not the break-up of empire but its cohesion and closer inte- 

gration. In terms of grand strategy, the danger to imperial solidarity 

had been twofold. If British power was insufficient to exclude rival 

influence from its spheres, or promised inadequate protection against 

external attack, colonial leaders would drift towards home-grown poli- 

cies in defence and diplomacy. In dependencies, the prestige of British 

rule would fall, forcing a choice between coercion and concession. The 

second danger was that the costs of defence would spiral uncontrol- 

lably. In the British system, they would fall most heavily on taxpayers 

at home and in India. The likely consequence would be a domestic 

revolt against imperial commitments and an Indian revolt against a 

grasping Raj. 

In the event, both dangers were contained with surprising ease. 

Great power competition after 1900 was largely turned to Britain’s 

advantage. Crucially, the main burden of defence was naval, and the 

main focus of fear was home not colonial — in Britain itself. Hence 

British opinion was easily rallied and the Indian taxpayer left unscathed. 

As an added bonus, the self-governing dominions were readily per- 

suaded of the threat to British sea-power and of the urgency of offer- 

ing (some) help. Though friction persisted (within the dominions and 

between their governments and London), it was smoothed by the credi- 

bility of British power, the aggressive demeanour of German diplomacy 
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and the global scale of great power rivalry: isolation was not an option. 
Economic trends were similarly favourable. In the race for growth, 
colonial politicians and businessmen looked more than ever to Britain 

for money, markets or migrants. In a world of dynamic commerce, 

autarky was a cul-de-sac. Profits came from large combines and wide 

connections. In Britain, commercial buoyancy was especially timely. 

Naval spending floated on a high tide of revenue. Lloyd George’s new 

taxes, controversial as they were, easily paid for the increase in naval 

and social expenditure.‘°? The economic burden of rearmament was 

easily carried by the enormous surplus in the balance of payments. The 

sense of general prosperity checked the appeal of tariffs and helped 

smother the campaign for imperial preference. Since tariff reform and 

its political rider ‘imperial unity’ (between Britain and the white domin- 

ions) were at odds with the free trade basis of commercial empire and 

excluded India, their disruptive potential for the British system would 

have been considerable. Of course, the Edwardians were not free from 

economic anxiety. In The Nation’s Wealth (1914), the radical MP Leo 

Chiozza Money gloomily compared Britain’s natural resources with 

those of Germany and the United States. But even he conceded that 

Britain was still at the mid-point of her greatness: decline lay more than 

a century away. 

In Britain, then, the political climate was sympathetic to empire 

but unpropitious for schemes of imperial ‘reform’. Public alarm over 

defence shone a fitful spotlight on the white dominions as sources of 

loyal manpower. Their commercial prospects and migrant appeal were 

touted more aggressively in the British press.‘°+ Imperial news was more 

widely and professionally reported. An influential section of the political 

elite (on both sides of the party line) was attracted to the idea of ‘closer 

union’ with the sister nations of ‘Greater Britain’. But wide differences 

existed on timing and method even among the enthusiasts. A broader 

consensus prevailed that, while imperial unity was desirable, perhaps 

even inevitable, imperial federation was at best premature, at worst 

unworkable.'°5 Towards India and the tropical dependencies, British 

opinion was complacent. The Morley—Minto reforms had taken India 

off the political agenda. The commercial promise of tropical territories 

bought off half the critics of imperial aggrandisement. The new gospel 

of imperial duty, artfully diffused (not least in The Times), disarmed 

most of the rest. The radical critique of empire, fanned into flame by 

the South African War, burned low by the decade’s end. In the age 
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of diplomatic detente, constitutional devolution (in South Africa and 

India) and social reform, ‘imperialism’ was-less easily damned as the 

road to national ruin.'°° 

The dominions 

The dominions’ counterpart to this imperial attitude in Britain was the 

‘Britannic nationalism’ of their English-speaking populations. Britannic 

nationalism was both more and less than an affirmation of empire loy- 

alism. It asserted that Canada (or Australia or New Zealand) was (or 

must soon become) ‘nations’ — the highest stage of political and cultural 

development. Only as nations could the white dominions escape the 

dependent, parochial quarrelsomeness of their colonial origins. Only 

as nations could they offer their citizens security, opportunity and the 

promise of progress, cultural as well as material. But they must be 

‘British nations’, because it was British (or British-derived) institutions, 

culture, ethnic origins and allegiance (to the British Crown) that held 

them together. It was being ‘British’ that endowed them with their 

‘progressive’ qualities and their sense of a manifest, expansionist des- 

tiny. This was a far cry from colonial cringe. Nor was it always a 

recipe for imperial harmony. Britannic nationalism demanded partner- 

ship between Britain and the settler countries not central direction. 

It meant a dominion commitment to imperial defence but a domin- 

ion voice in imperial policy. It viewed empire as a cooperative and 

‘Britishness’ as a common inheritance — not the private property of the 

‘old country’. 

There were good reasons why Britannic nationalism and its 

message of political community among the British nations should have 

been influential (though not uncontested) in the pre-war years. The 

upsurge in trade, migration and investment showed that British expan- 

sion, far from being over, was more vigorous than ever. Whatever 

metropolitan doubters might say, there was little dispute on the impe- 

rial frontier that the future belonged to ‘white men’s countries’. So long, 

that was, as they took pains to defend their ‘inheritance’. It was signif- 

icant that alarm in Britain over Germany’s threat to the naval shield 

coincided with dominion fears of the ‘Yellow Peril’ and of Japanese 

hegemony in the Pacific. These common sources of fear and hope took 

on added colour in each dominion. In Canada, it was resentment at 

the French Canadians’ ‘disloyalty’ and their obstruction of the nation- 

making programme of the English Canadians. In Australia, the defence 
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of ‘White Australia’ against an imaginary Asian invasion became the 
central purpose of the federation achieved in 1900 and the guarantee of 
its social cohesion. In New Zealand, racial purity as a ‘British’ country 
was part of the message of social reform in the Liberal era after 1890. 

Here, too, external defence and internal peace made a double case 

for Britannic sentiment. Relations between the dominions and Down- 

ing Street may have been tetchy. The scale of contribution to imperial 

defence was bound to be controversial — bitterly so in Canada. The 

cause was not so much doubt about the imperial association as division 

over how its burdens should be shared. 

In South Africa, Britannic nationalism played a different part. 

The white ‘nation’ was predominantly Afrikaner not British. The grant 

of self-government to the former Boer republics had brought Afrikaner 

not British politicians to power. Union in 1910 gave them control over a 

unitary (not federal) dominion. To the ex-proconsul Lord Milner, con- 

ceding self-government before the British could form a majority among 

whites had been disastrous. ‘I absolutely decline’, he wrote in 1908, 

‘to take any further account of South Africa in drawing up the balance 

sheet of empire.’'°7 But, he conceded, there was a saving grace. Because 

South Africa was ‘technically a British country’, British emigrants could 

exert their improving influence without losing their nationality. ‘It may 

be’, he concluded, ‘that it is the destiny of the Englishman in South 

Africa to turn the scale in South Africa to save the better native [i.e. 

Afrikaner] element from being submerged by the worse.’'° The leading 

‘English’ politicians in South Africa adopted this view. Their Progres- 

sive (Unionist after 1910) party embraced the classic programme of 

Britannic nationalism: support for immigration, the ‘Imperial Navy’ 

and imperial preference in a ‘united...nation, forming an integral 

part of the Empire and cooperating harmoniously with Imperial 

authority’.'°? But the party’s leaders saw that, with an ‘English’ minor- 

ity, opposition to the Afrikaners on purely racial lines was futile. 

Instead, their object must be to divide the ‘extreme racial backveld’ 

section from the ‘progressive’ elements under Botha and Smuts."’° It 

was vital to prevent the Free State politicians, Hertzog and Steyn, and 

their ‘cultural nationalist’ allies in the Cape’s Afrikaner Bond, from 

dominating the government. 
Botha was too shrewd to wear his heart on his sleeve. He was an 

adept of the ambiguous phrase. His regime, grumbled Milner’s South 
pe TRA RAE 

African confidant Percy Fitzpatrick, was ‘dishonest and unclean’. 
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But he made a reassuring figure. ‘Ties with the Mother Country must 

be strengthened’, he declared in 1910. He wanted a ‘South African 

nationality ...able to take an honourable place in the ranks of sister 

states’.!'* ‘Botha really wants to do what is best for the British Empire’, 

wrote Walter Long, a senior British Conservative who met him at the 

Imperial Conference in 1911. It would be disastrous to alienate him." 

Even Milner agreed he was better than any alternative.''+ Both urged 

in favour of Jameson’s policy of conditional cooperation. Botha’s own 

motives are hard to reconstruct. Fitzpatrick believed that both he and 

Smuts had realised that they could not rule through the ‘Dutch’ (i.e. 

Afrikaner) party alone.''5 This analysis seems plausible. Certainly, they 

showed little inclination towards the cultural nationalism of their Cape 

and Free State allies, though they were wary of its ethnic appeal. They 

preferred to feel their way towards a more inclusive ‘South Africanism’ 

acceptable to ‘moderate’ Afrikaners and English — the old programme 

of Rhodes before 1895. So in the fluid aftermath of Union the local 

Britannic nationalism operated in low key. But its role was crucial 

nonetheless. For it served as a warning to Botha and Smuts that repu- 

diation of the spirit of empire membership (never mind the letter of 

British sovereignty) would drive the English into all-out opposition and 

force them into the arms of those who wished to reverse the verdict of 

1902. 

India 

Among the dominions, adhesion to the British system was a matter of 

sentiment and calculation. It was nourished by the feeling of ‘British- 

ness’, the benefits of ‘British connection’ and the promise of influence 

over British policy. Neither sentiment nor calculation had so much 

scope in India. Indians, after all, had almost no share of executive power 

in British-ruled (not princely) India. Their direct influence on imperial 

policy was negligible. And, as Indian nationalists regularly complained, 

India paid a tribute to Britain in money and men — burdens that London 

dared not impose on the dominions. 

The British ‘Civilians’ (the name was gradually slipping out of 

use) were eager to cultivate Indian loyalty but uncertain how to do it. 

By 1900, the dominant strain in their policy was an appeal to ‘feudal’ 

attitudes they thought typically Indian: a sense of fealty; a respect for 

authority and the glamour of power. If India’s natural leaders were 

princes and aristocrats, their instincts were conservative and royalist. 
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Hence British rule should clothe itself in imperial purple and assume the 
dignity of the Mughal empire. The corollary was indifference approach- 

ing hostility towards those Indians who had responded most enthusias- 

tically to the modernising, liberal and ‘scientific’ face of British rule: the 

‘microscopic minority’ organised in the Congress. Yet, in reality, this 

group could not be ignored. The Civilians might have liked a feudal 

polity: they certainly needed a profitable colony. They had to foster the 

modern India they came to dislike. They had to tolerate the Indians who 

helped to make it work. And they had to accept that the microscopic 

minority had the political means to embarrass their rule and upset their 

faraway masters in London. 

As we have seen, the Congress did this to some effect in the 

years after 1905. But, in a larger view, political conditions in the pre- 

war Raj did not favour a serious assault on India’s subordinate place 

in the British world-system. The British had been able to stabilise their 

military spending, a prime grievance of nationalist politics. Good times 

in trade took the heat out of swadeshi agitation in Bengal. The princes 

were appeased with the promise of non-interference. Muslims were 

conciliated by separate electorates. The Congress moderates received 

their schedule of constitutional reform: disappointment was buried in 

the small print. Unappeased were the followers of Tilak whose ‘new 

party’ principles bore the stamp of ‘cultural nationalism’: the repudia- 

tion of British rule, not a plea to share in it. But Tilak was rejected by 

the moderate majority: without their protection he was crushed by the 

British. 

For all their impatience with the Civilian Raj and its parsimo- 

nious concessions, the Congress leaders were boxed in. In theory, they 

could have widened their popular appeal. They could have taken the 

Tilak road. But this was the low road to power through the cultiva- 

tion of ‘sub-national’ feeling in India’s linguistic provinces: playing on 

religion, caste or ethnic prejudice. It was a road the Civilians were deter- 

mined to block. But the Congress leaders rejected it anyway, favouring 

instead the ‘high’ road: entering on merit the ranks of the Civilians and 

widening the scope of representative politics. In practice, their ‘national’ 

programme needed the British to abdicate voluntarily, allowing the 

Congress, once installed in power, to ‘make a nation’ from above. The 

only principle on which this nation could be made was the ‘British’ 

principle: a people unified not by religion or language, but by institu- 

tions and allegiance. It was not surprising then that the Congress leaders 
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defined their goal as a status equivalent to that of the white dominions; 

that they protested their loyalty and proclaimed their attachment to 

British values. Less confidently than their dominion counterparts, these 

Indian politicians also asserted a claim to be British, in ethos, attitude 

and allegiance if not by ‘race’. They felt all the more keenly the ‘racial’ 

antagonism their aspirations aroused. Hence perhaps the heartfelt plea 

of Surendranath Banerjea, long the most dynamic figure in Indian pol- 

itics. ‘May I be permitted to make an appeal... to... the Government 

of India’, he told the Indian legislative council in 1913, 

That they may so discharge their exalted duties that this 

sentiment may be deepened... that we may all feel and 

realize, no matter whether we are Englishmen or 

Scotchmen or Irishmen or Indians, that we are Britishers: 

fellow-citizens, participating in the privileges and also in the 

obligations of of a common Empire.'*® 

This was scarcely the promise of unconditional obedience to London’s 

wishes. It was more a demand to be treated with respect. But it also 

suggested how far the pre-war Congress was from contemplating a 

future outside the Empire. As with the dominions, it was the terms not 

the fact of membership it was determined to challenge. 

The new empire in Africa 

In the old empire, the central question of imperial politics was how far 

the dominion peoples and Indian elites would identify their interests 

with the British world-system. In the ‘new’ empire, the issue was more 

fundamental. The buffer zones annexed to defend the mid-Victorian 

imperium were a jigsaw legacy of partition. It was hard to imagine their 

future as loyal imperial communities. Colonial states had to be made 

before colonial societies could form inside them. In West Africa, British 

rule before the Scramble had been confined to coastal enclaves. In the 

partition era after 1884, each enclave acquired an enormous hinter- 

land (the exception was Gambia). Sovereignty was one thing, authority 

another. Imposing British control on these vast interiors required con- 

siderable force: against the Hut Tax revolt in Sierra Leone; against the 

Ashanti in 1901; against the Yoruba states and Ibo peoples of Southern 

Nigeria and the Muslim emirates of the North. With the defeat of this 
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inland resistance (Kano and Sokoto submitted to Lugard in 1902) came 

the moment of political decision. 

It might have been expected that the British would carry 

upcountry the political system they had devised for the Coast. This 

was far from democratic. But it provided for legislative bodies with 

nominated African members;''7 an English legal system with juries, a 

bar and a separate judiciary; and the beginnings of municipal govern- 

ment. A ‘creole’ elite spreading east from Freetown (the metropole of 

Creoledom) had grown up along the Coast, fervently conscious of its 

progressive, Christian and civilised credentials, and eager to share in 

the imperial advance."'® But it soon became clear that the British had 

other ideas. 

The dominant factor was the need to impose a colonial pax as 

quickly as possible and at minimum cost. With few sources of revenue 

and heavy military outgoings, the British in the interior were eager to 

settle with the emirs and chiefs they had defeated or overawed. There 

was no time to replace them or to reconstruct their conquered polities 

in the image of the Coast. It was easier and cheaper to restore the old 

regimes on condition of loyalty, and exert British paramountcy directly 

through a cadre of ‘Residents’ backed up by the threat of force. This 

was the system devised for Northern Nigeria, variations of which were 

applied in the Gold Coast and Sierra Leone. It left no room for leg- 

islatures, municipalities or English law. When Northern and Southern 

Nigeria were unified in 1914 to relieve the British Treasury of the bur- 

den of the impecunious North (annual revenues £210,000 per annum) 

at the expense of the South (annual revenue £2 million),"'? Lugard, the 

architect of ‘amalgamation’ was careful to restrict coastal institutions 

to the old colony of Lagos. He was determined to spread his favoured 

system of ‘indirect rule’ as widely as possible. ‘Fixing’ the population 

geographically and socially became the overriding principle of British 

policy. It meant shoring up, or even inventing, ‘traditional’ rulers, 

and excluding the ‘interference’ of creole lawyers and ‘speculators’**° 

from the interior. Not surprisingly, the creole elite became increasingly 

restive, protesting its loyalty but denouncing the drift towards racial 

exclusion and arbitrary rule.‘** But its influence beyond the coastal 

towns was limited. The conservative bias of British over-rule was con- 

genial to its ‘traditional’ allies. The cash-crop revolution, bringing rising 

incomes to an emergent peasantry, eased the strains of conquest. And, 
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with the growth of its customs revenues, the colonial state in British 

West Africa could afford to govern and tax with a very light hand. 

Politically, then, the West African colonies were set to become not 

nations-in-the-making but so many tribal confederacies united only in 

subjection to their British overlord.'** 

In East Africa, the onset of colonial rule had been even more 

abrupt. There were no old enclaves of European rule on the coast. The 

interior had been a dangerous region, ravaged by the Arab slave trade 

and endemic warlordism. Once partition began, the British annexed 

Uganda in 1894 as the white hope of East African trade and a strategic 

wedge against French advance across the continent.'*3 Uganda could be 

ruled in alliance with Buganda, largest and strongest of the Great Lakes 

kingdoms.'*4 But the East African Protectorate (‘Kenya’ from 1920) 

was a different story. With no natural rulers, except the Arab sheikhs 

along the Swahili coast, no revenues, a railway (to Uganda) to maintain 

and interior populations fiercely resistant to external control, the East 

African Protectorate was a financial incubus inside an administrative 

nightmare. The colonial remedy — white farmers to develop the temper- 

ate highlands of central Kenya and Indians to help build the railway — 

had obvious dangers. The settlers were quick to adopt the programme 

of their brothers to the south: self-government (only for whites); the 

throwing open of land to white purchase; a white citizen militia (like 

the Boer commando) for security; and the exclusion of Indians from 

political life and the ownership of land.'*5 The settlers extracted the 

‘Elgin pledge’ effectively if not formally reserving the Kenya highlands 

for whites. But they were far too few in number to impose a South 

"African ‘solution’. Well before 1914, East African Indians were mobil- 

ising against the threat of settler hegemony.'*® African grievances were 

beginning to be voiced.'*” Yet, in this. racially segmented society, no 

group was strong enough to seize control from below. The colonial 

state was too weak to build its ‘nation’ from above. 

In West and East Africa alike, colonial rule had created ‘shallow 

states’ without roots in local society. Freed from the burden of external 

defence by partition diplomacy, the British had no need to dig deep. 

Colonial government became an over-rule concerned mainly to keep the 

peace between its fractious subjects. The political future of so protean 

an empire was at best opaque. To many enlightened imperialists (as well 

as liberal opinion more generally), the greed and brutality of unofficial 

whites was far more alarming than the political aspirations of (as yet) 
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unorganised blacks. Hence segregation, not integration, seemed the 
best solution for the medium term. The threat of racial conflict was not 
ignored by contemporary observers of the imperial system. But they 
tended to be fatalistic about settler domination and thought African 

advance would be slow. 

Islam 

Rather less attention was paid (outside official circles) to the other 

great fissure that ran through the British world-system. By 1914, the 

British system depended upon the loyalty and cooperation of a vast 

array of Muslim rulers and notables: in Zanzibar, Nigeria, Egypt, the 

Sudan, the Persian Gulf, Princely India and British India, and the Malay 

States. British relations with the Ottoman Empire and Persia (the largest 

independent Muslim states) were also exceptionally delicate: both were 

buffer states whose hostility or collapse would threaten the strategic 

corridor connecting Britain and India. British attitudes to Islam were 

contradictory, and there was no tradition of studying the contempo- 

rary Islamic world as there was for example in the Netherlands.‘*® 

Evangelicals and humanitarians, reared on tales of David Livingstone 

and the Arab slave trade, were deeply unsympathetic. Romantics were 

attracted by the ‘timeless’ pre-industrial East and the warrior ethos of 

desert society. But the most powerful influence on British policy was a 

wary respect for Islamic ‘fanaticism’: the supposed ability of Muslim 

rulers or preachers to arouse intense popular feeling against ‘infidel’ 

imperialists. The Indian Mutiny of 1857, Gordon’s fate at Khartoum, 

and bloody disasters in Afghanistan had ingrained this deeply in the 

‘official mind’. 

But how dangerous was Islam to the political cohesion of the 

British system? The Islamic world stretched from Morocco to the Philip- 

pines. Islam, remarked the intellectual traveller Gertrude Bell, ‘is the 

electric current by which the transmission of sentiment is effected, 

and its potency is increased by the fact that there is little or no 

sense of territorial nationality to counterbalance it’.'*? The govern- 

ment of India harped constantly on the danger of a ‘pan-Islamic’ move- 

ment transmitting the grievances of Middle East Muslims to India and 

beyond. With its chronic anxiety about a second Mutiny, its turbulent 

borderlands on the Northwest Frontier, and its diplomatic interests 

in the Persian Gulf, the Indian government’s fears were understand- 

able. Its real purpose was to restrain the ‘Gladstonian’ enthusiasm for 
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liberating the Ottoman Sultan’s Christian subjects to which opinion at 

home seemed all too prone. As the ‘great Muhammadan Power’, the 

Civilians insisted, Britain could not be seen to act against the inter- 

ests of Islam. But few British observers thought pan-Islamism counted 

for much. ‘As a factor in British policy’, recalled Ronald Storrs of 

his time in pre-1914 Egypt, ‘the doctrine of the caliphate - of pan- 

Islamic theocracy — was mainly the creation of the India Office.’"3° It 

‘can never become a movement of importance’, judged Arnold Wilson, 

then a young consul in Southwest Persia.‘3' Lord Cromer was equally 

sceptical." In a survey of India published shortly before 1914, Bamp- 

fylde Fuller, a former Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal (a Muslim major- 

ity province), contrasted the political and educational backwardness of 

Muslims with the progress of Hindus — the real source of any challenge 

to the Raj.*33 

In fact, British opinion, whether sympathetic or not, tended to 

regard Islam as a culture in decline. It commanded enormous popular 

piety but had failed intellectually. It was the ‘speculative’ and ‘dogmatic’ 

nature of Islam, argued Fuller, that made Muslims resistant to modern 

knowledge. ‘Swathed in the bands of the Koran’, remarked Sir William 

Muir, the leading academic expert on Islam, ‘the Moslem faith, unlike 

the Christian, is powerless to adapt itself to varying time and place, keep 

pace with the march of humanity, direct and purify the social life or 

elevate mankind.’'34 Hence the British assumption that, so long as care 

was taken not to offend popular religiosity, or the vested interests of the 

ulama, the interpreters of Islamic law, a modus vivendi was perfectly 

possible. British authority should be decently veiled behind Muslim 

notables: this was the ruling principle of the Cromerian and Lugardian 

systems. If provocation was avoided, and prestige maintained, there 

was little danger of Muslim piety turning into nationalist passion. 

Whatever its premises, this sanguine view of Anglo-Muslim 

relations looked plausible enough before 1914. In India, where most 

of Britain’s Muslim subjects could be found, Muslim political attitudes 

were coloured by the fact of competition with Hindus and fear of Hindu 

predominance. In Northern Nigeria, the colonial pax had helped the 

emirs against their over-mighty subjects and permitted the extension 

of Islamic influence over long-resistant ‘pagan’ peoples."35 In Egypt, 

where the Khedive was usually at odds with the ulama of the al-Azhar — 

the greatest centre of learning in the Muslim world — an independent 

Egyptian state held little appeal for the doctors of law and theology. 
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Islamic feeling ran athwart the ideas of nationalism and its religious 
guardians were suspicious of secular rule. Only in extreme conditions, 
where secular authority was unusually weak or social disruption excep- 
tionally acute, did Islamic politics seem likely to thrive — or pose a real 
threat to British power. 

Ireland and Empire 

Ironically, in the last few years before 1914, the main threat to imperial 

unity lay closest to home — in Ireland. There was nothing new in this. 

Much the same had been true in the 1590s, the 1640s, the 1680s, the 

17708, 1780s and 1790s, the 1820s and the 1880s. But, after 1900, 

Home Rule ‘nationalism’ was supposed to have been killed by British 

‘kindness’."3° The sale and redistribution of land had been expected 

to create a contented peasantry, immune to the violent rhetoric of the 

‘land war’ that had raged since the 1870s, and shrewdly aware of 

the economic benefits brought by the Union of Britain and Ireland. 

Municipal and parliamentary politics, not agrarian terror, would be 

the political vehicle of this farmer class and its allies among the small- 

town tradesmen. In this prosaic new world, ‘romantic Ireland’ would 

be dead and gone, ‘with O’Leary in the grave’. 

It failed to happen, at least not on the decisive scale that the 

architects of ‘kindness’ had hoped for. Part of the reason was the success 

of the Irish National Party, once led by Charles Stewart Parnell, in 

entrenching itself over much of Catholic Ireland outside Ulster and 

the City of Dublin. The Irish party was a formidable machine. When 

elected local government was extended to Ireland in 1898 in the form 

of county councils, the party gained a virtual monopoly of the powers 

and patronage it gave — as Unionist landowners bitterly complained. Its 

local bosses played a prominent role in the machinery for land sales, 

the process that was rearing a new breed of wealth in the countryside. 

The rapid growth of a provincial press gave the party’s leaders and their 

newspaper allies an efficient means of mobilising opinion and exerting 

pressure. The one thing the party could not do was to force the British 

government to concede Home Rule. Until 1905, it faced a massive 

Conservative majority at Westminster. After 1906, as one Anglo-Irish 

landlord remarked, the scale of the Liberal landslide meant that the 

new government had no reason to risk introducing a third Home Rule 
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bill.137 After all, Home Rule had twice before been the rock on which 

Liberal governments had been wrecked. 

The Irish party leader, John Redmond, understood this. Red- 

mond was from a Catholic landowning family. His strategy was subtle 

and perhaps — given the divisions among his followers — deliberately 

opaque. Raising money in America he spoke of an Irish nation as if 

complete independence was the plan. But his real aim was to win Ire- 

land the equivalent of dominion autonomy, the same status as Canada, 

Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. He liked to compare himself 

to Louis Botha, who had reconciled Afrikanerdom to self-government 

under the British Crown. ‘Our stake in the Empire’, he told a Liberal 

journalist in 1908, ‘is too large for us to be detached from it... [T]he 

Irish people peopled the waste places of Greater Britain. Our roots 

are in the Imperial as well as the national.’'38 ‘Once we receive home 

rule’, he told the Daily Express in 1910, ‘we shall demonstrate our 

imperial loyalty beyond question.’"39 In The Framework of Home Rule 

(r911), Erskine Childers appealed to the Unionist opponents of Home 

Rule in similar terms. Ireland had nothing to gain by separation (i.e. 

complete independence), he claimed. ‘Ireland has taken her full share 

in winning and populating the Empire. The result is hers as much as 

Britain’s.’ Indeed, giving Ireland Home Rule was part of the project of 

imperial unity, ‘the indispensable preliminary to the close union of all 

the English-speaking races’.‘#° Redmond hoped to reassure the enemies 

of Home Rule in both Britain and Ireland, to portray the Irish party 

as sober and responsible, and to appeal to a sense of All-Irish national 

identity, Northern and Protestant as well as Southern and Catholic. 

In fact, Redmond’s analogy between Ireland and South Africa 

was misplaced and his chances of success were thin. More than half his 

parliamentary party were ‘agrarians’ for whom the land struggle was 

still a political talisman. The party’s popular movement, the United 

Irish League, was implicated in harrying landowners into forced sales 

and in ‘cattle-driving’.'4’ A vocal part of his following were ‘cultural’ 

nationalists, dismayed by the suddenness and intensity with which a 

Gaelic-speaking and non-literate society had been overwhelmed by 

anglicisation.'4* Limited opportunities for the new Catholic middle 

class (the comparison with the Bengal bhadralok is suggestive) bred 

fierce impatience with ‘Dublin Castle’, the seat of British rule in Ireland. 

By 1913, the Gaelic Athletic Association, the seedbed of this revolution- 

ary and culturalist nationalism, had more than 100,000 members.'43 
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When Redmond declared (in October 1910) that he was in favour of 
a federal solution, making Ireland part of a ‘Federal Empire’, he was 
forced to retract and repudiate by the pressure of party opinion.!44 But, 
if the room for manoeuvre on the nationalist side was limited, the scope 
for concession by their Unionist opponents seemed even less. 

If Ireland had been a thousand miles away, Joseph Chamber- 

lain is supposed to have remarked in 1893,'45 it would long since have 

been granted self-government. Inescapable proximity and ineradicable 

difference were the Irish condition. To British critics of Home Rule, 

Ireland was too close to be entrusted with self-government: it was part 

of the Empire’s ‘central power’, not an outlying province.'4® If Irish 

autonomy was abused, argued Balfour, there would be little that Lon- 

don could do: yet the strategic stakes — if Ireland was disloyal — were 

much too high for the risk to be taken. The champions of tariff reform 

and imperial federation, like Milner, saw Home Rule as a retrograde 

step that would delay not encourage imperial unity. But the greatest 

obstacle to Redmond’s programme (and the real difference from South 

Africa) lay in the extent to which Ireland’s affairs were entangled in 

the party politics of the British mainland. One symptom of this was the 

fact that perhaps a quarter of Conservative MPs after 1906 were either 

Irish Unionists, Southern Irish gentry sitting for mainland constituen- 

cies, or married into Southern Unionist families.'47 The second, and 

more serious, was the intensity of ‘Britannic’ sentiment in Northeast 

Ireland where religious and cultural antipathy to the Catholic South 

was rapidly mutating into an ‘Ulster’ identity with ‘Britishness’ at its 

core.'48 But, unlike the British minority in South Africa, which was 

forced to settle with the Afrikaner majority, Ulster (like the rest of 

Ireland) was represented in the British Parliament. It could rely on 

powerful allies in mainland politics to obstruct the progress of Home 

Rule. And, if the worst came to the worst, it could threaten civil war in 

the heart of the Empire. 

From these rigidities sprang the crisis of 1910-14. Its origins, 

and Redmond’s opportunity, lay in the travails of the Liberal govern- 

ment. By 1909, its social programme (and electoral credibility) were at 

risk from blocking tactics in the House of Lords and the scale of its 

spending on the Navy. Its counter-stroke, the budget of 1909 and the 

consequential bill to limit the powers of the House of Lords, brought 

a constitutional crisis and a general election. The levelling up of Lib- 

eral and Unionist (or Conservative) strength in the House of Commons 
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forced the Liberal cabinet into the arms of the Irish party while the pas- 

sage of the Parliament Act (removing the veto of the House of Lords) 

erased their excuse for not honouring the long-standing commitment 

to Irish autonomy. A third Home Rule bill was drafted. In January 

1913 it passed its last stage in the Commons with a majority of 110.4? 

While offering Redmond much less than he wanted, especially in Irish 

control over revenue and spending, it included Ulster in the Home Rule 

scheme. The result was an explosion. Predictably, the bill was rejected 

in the House of Lords. The Unionists demanded a general election, or a 

referendum, before the bill could be turned into law. In Ulster, prepara- 

tions went ahead for armed resistance to a Home Rule government with 

the open encouragement of Unionist leaders like Milner. Elsewhere in 

Ireland, the resort to force began to be seen as inevitable: gun-running 

followed drilling. Compromise was elusive since all sides glimpsed the 

chance of triumph and feared the divisions that concession might bring. 

Even the belated acceptance by the Liberal government (at the instiga- 

tion of Churchill and Lloyd George) of Ulster’s exclusion from Home 

Rule brought further insoluble differences over the boundaries of the 

excluded area and the question of temporary or permanent exemption 

from the operation of the bill. At the moment when the shootings at 

Sarajevo and the prospect of a far more terrible crisis in Europe sus- 

pended domestic hostilities over Ireland, a descent into civil war in 

Ireland and (at best) constitutional impasse in Britain seemed all too 

likely. 

The astonishing case of Irish Home Rule mocks the argument 

that the British world-system owed its strength and cohesion to the 

shrewd pragmatism and liberal instincts of the governing elite in Lon- 

don. Confronted by the twofold challenge of Irish nationalism and 

Ulster Unionism, that elite was at sixes and sevens. Both Liberals and 

Conservatives hoped to exploit Home Rule to win the party battle in 

mainland Britain. Neither dared alienate the Irish factions with whom 

they were allied. The Irish crisis throws into relief the chronic weakness 

to which the imperial centre was often subject. For London was only 

rarely capable of decisive intervention in local politics. Its usual role was 

to adjust the balance between the local parties: to regulate, encourage 

or obstruct. Its freedom of action was often constrained by the numer- 

ous and vocal colonial lobbies active in Britain though these also were 

usually too weak to impose their will. Where (as in the Irish case) the 

local parties were finely balanced, could exert almost equal pull inside 
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British politics and came to symbolise rival notions of imperial power, 

the strain became almost unbearable. 

In the last resort, then, the cohesion of the British system was 

less a matter of British policy than of the complex workings of imperial 

politics. The theoretical paramountcy of the Imperial government was 

exercised under demanding conditions. It was hemmed in by the free 

trade convictions of the British working class, unmoved by the argu- 

ment for tariff reform.'5° It was checked by the strength of the two 

old-established ‘garrisons’ in Ireland and India and of their allies and 

supporters in British opinion. It was wary of the militant appeal of Bri- 

tannic nationalism that Milner had invoked so successfully in 1899. It 

dared not coerce the self-governing colonies. A determined proconsul 

with the press in his pocket, like Lord Lugard in Nigeria, was hard to 

restrain. It was the incoherence and improvisation to which all this gave 

rise that fuelled the ambition of the self-styled imperialists in Edwar- 

dian politics. To free ‘imperial’ questions from the messy entanglement 

in domestic politics, and to discipline the lobbies and factions whose 

influence loomed large, they wanted to create an Empire-wide public 

opinion and an Empire-wide parliament. Before 1914, they made little 

headway. But with the crash of the old order they thought they saw 

their chance. 
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Part II 
‘The great liner is sinking’: the British world-system in the 
age of war 





H THE WAR FOR EMPIRE, 1914-1919 

The longer war 

1914 was the watershed between two ages of empire. In the long nine- 

teenth century after 1815, the British world-system had developed as if 

there were no danger of a general war in Europe or across the world. 

Despite the Crimean War, the wars of Italian and German unification 

and the Franco-Prussian War, this had proved a reasonable assump- 

tion. The results can be seen from a glance at the map. Britain’s set- 

tlements, possessions, spheres and commercial property were scattered 

broadcast across the globe. Whatever the constitutional niceties, in the 

‘formal’ empire colonial rule was highly devolved: to settler politicians 

in the white dominions; to imperial officials in the rest. Devolution 

assumed that their defence would fall to the Royal Navy, or be made 

redundant by its global reach. The exception was India which paid 

for its own standing army and much more beside (two-thirds, in fact, 

of the Empire’s regular army). Imperial rivalry was real, and posed a 

threat to Britain’s interests. But the threat was usually more regional 

(and Near Eastern) than general. Much of its force was deflected by 

the partition diplomacy of the 1880s and 1890s. As a consequence, 

across large parts of the world, British influence could be maintained 

by the ‘soft power’ of commerce and culture. This had made possible 

the coexistence of imperialism and liberalism in Britain, in the settler 

colonies and even, more fitfully, in India. For all its hard coercive face, 

colonial rule retained the power to engage local sympathy by its lib- 

eral promise — however sparingly fulfilled — of individual freedom and 

material progress. The imperialism of free trade, variously interpreted, 

frequently modified, often abused, remained the Leitmotif of a system 
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whose protean ideology was a cocktail: global and cosmopolitan as 

much as racial and territorial. 

The geopolitical foundations of the Victorian and Edwardian 

world-system rested in the last resort upon two sets of equations at the 

opposite ends of the Old World. In East Asia where a local great power 

might have challenged British influence, there had seemed little to fear 

before the mid-1890s. Thereafter, disintegration not self-assertion was 

the most likely prognosis for China. Japan was a different story. After 

1895, when it seized Taiwan, it became a cadet imperialist. Ten years 

later, it became the strongest military power in East Asia, defeating the 

Russians. But Japan was still a ‘country power’: fearful of a European 

combination against it. Up to 1914, its local strength seemed to work 

to Britain’s advantage. The Anglo-Japanese alliance, twice renewed, 

held the ring in East Asia while British efforts were concentrated on the 

deterrence of Germany. 

In Europe, the geopolitical equation was very different. Europe 

was active, not passive. In Churchill’s expressive phrase, it was ‘where 

the weather came from’. Commercially, territorially and demograph- 

ically, nineteenth-century Europe was in a phase of hyper-expansion. 

Towards the end of the century, the pace and scale of this European 

‘enlargement’ rose sharply on a tide of trade and capital. International 

tensions — stoked by private interests — grew more acute. But only to a 

certain point. Dynamic though the continent had become in its social 

and economic character, politically it remained in the grip of the long 

conservative reaction that set in generally after 1815. The old regime 

persisted. No great power government dared contemplate kicking over 

the European chessboard — with the possible exception of Napoleon 

III in 1859. All had too much to lose, or were too uncertain of ulti- 

mate victory. Nor were they driven into general war by the threat to 

their survival. Nationalism exerted a potent appeal as the instrument 

of state-building (‘official nationalism’) and as an equal and opposite 

claim for the liberation of ‘submerged nationalities’ from the chains of 

dynastic Europe. Both versions could have volatile consequences. But, 

until the end of the century, great power governments seemed more 

than capable of restraining their disruptive potential. 

For the British, this pattern of continental politics was highly 

convenient. They could not hope to prevent the overflow of European 

trade, influence and territorial ambition into the wider world. But there 

were good grounds to think that the distribution of power in continental 
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Europe between four and a half great powers (the half being Italy) 
would persist indefinitely. No single power, nor any likely combination 
of powers, could hope for a durable hegemony over all the rest. The 
mutual antipathy of the continental states neutralised their resentment 
at Britain’s vast share of imperial booty. Fearing that they would be 
dragged into war by the antics of their frontiersmen in Afro-Asia (or 
the furore of their admirers at home), continental statesmen accepted 

the partition diplomacy through which Salisbury and his successors 

hoped to stabilise (and maximise) the British share. Thus, for all the 

intensity of Europe’s engagement with the wider world after 1870, there 

were few signs before 1914 of a coming revolution in world politics. 

In a ‘closed system’ in which the global ‘commons’ had been all but 

shared out, international politics were bound to be stressful. Zones of 

insecurity would wax and wane. But, while the East remained passive, 

and the West was locked in the defensive diplomacy of the ‘balance of 

power’, the British world-system — strung out between the two — could 

guard its networks at bearable cost. 

In retrospect, of course, we can see that the pre-war decade 

contained the omens of catastrophic change. German economic power 

was growing rapidly. Nationalism in East and Central Europe was 

becoming more violent. Urbanisation and agrarian hardship screwed 

up the social tensions. Most dangerous of all, as it turned out, were 

the volcanic nationalisms of Southeastern Europe. The Balkan Wars of 

1912-13 and 1913-14, and the struggle of Serbian nationalists against 

Austrian over-rule in Bosnia, were symptomatic of a region where the 

writ of the great powers hardly ran, but where their rivalries were 

fuelled by the ethnic conflict of would-be clients. In July 1914, the 

Habsburg government tried to use the Sarajevo murders to crush Ser- 

bian nationalism, and humiliate Russia, Serbia’s great power sponsor. 

It was a colossal blunder. Southeastern Europe was not a remote colo- 

nial region where the stakes were low and compromise easy. Its fate 

was thought crucial to the balance of Russian, Austrian and German 

power. So the statesmen who had partitioned half the world fell out 

over the most backward corner of their own continent. 

The First World War was the violent rupture of the nineteenth- 

century world in which the vast scale of British expansion had been 

possible. It was the murderous first act of a conflict that was to last 

until the 1950s, or (by some criteria) until 1990. It helped blow apart 

the world economy and reversed the first ‘globalisation’ in a wave of 
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economic nationalism. The collapse of the old imperial order in East and 

Central Europe wrecked the pre-war basis of great power diplomacy 

and sanctified the nation-state as the ideal form of territorial polity. 

In post-imperial Europe, ethnic conflict became even more bitter and 

much more wide-ranging. It was soon entangled in the ideological war- 

fare between communism and its enemies, with drastic consequences 

for regional stability. Nor in the closed system the world had become 

could the war’s effects be confined to Europe. By its end, almost every 

state had become a belligerent or been drawn willy-nilly into the fight- 

ing. In East Asia the consequences were especially dramatic. In this 

unpartitioned corner of the semi-colonial world, the wartime abdica- 

tion of the European powers had been a golden opportunity for local 

ambition. ‘Passive’ East Asia entered its revolutionary phase in the tri- 

angular struggle of nationalists, communists and Japanese imperialists. 

Western interests could no longer be protected by a gunboat and a cor- 

poral’s guard. By the mid-1930s, it seemed increasingly likely that the 

turbulence in East Asia would spill over into the ‘colonial’ lands of the 

South Pacific, Southeast Asia and even India. 

The impact of these vast changes on the British system was pro- 

found and ultimately devastating. It is tempting in hindsight to see the 

First World War as the first and longest step towards its eventual dis- 

integration. But that may be too simple a judgment. The war imposed 

huge strains on the British system. It permanently altered the exter- 

nal setting. It badly damaged the international economy with which 

British power had grown symbiotically. But the British were also the 

principal victors in this war of empires. They lost less and gained more 

than all the other original combatants. In the post-war world, with 

its corrosive frictions and shattered finances, this ‘victory’ won them a 

crucial breathing-space. It bought strategic gains and political time: to 

entrench their empire militarily and reform it constitutionally. It was a 

vital respite before the long war of the twentieth century resumed its 

course. 

The Imperial Armageddon 

Before the war, British leaders (and their strategic advisers) had assumed 

that the Royal Navy would be Britain’s principal weapon in any Great 

Power conflict in Europe. The pre-war scheme for a small expeditionary 
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force (the ‘BEF’) to fight on the continent alongside France had not 

altered this view: there were no plans to increase the size of the army 

even after a war had begun.! The reasoning behind this ‘navalist’ strat- 

egy was simple. The British expected that, in a war fought to maintain 

the European balance of power against German aggression, the great 

conscript armies of France and Russia would bear the brunt of the fight- 

ing on land. The BEF would be a useful reinforcement in the critical 

opening phase — and a gesture of solidarity. But Britain’s real contribu- 

tion would be maritime and economic. The navy would sweep the seas 

clear of enemy warships (and safeguard vital lanes of supply), gobble up 

the German colonies and impose the blockade that would steadily stran- 

gle the German economy. Meanwhile, British finance, industrial output 

and inexhaustible coal would sustain the war effort of the Entente. A 

war fought on these terms until the Germans gave in would have a 

minor impact on British interests around the world. It would leave the 

pre-war shape of the British world-system largely unchanged. 

Within a few weeks of the outbreak of war in August 1914 it 

was clear that this grand strategy was quite unreal. It was true that 

Germany’s surface navy was soon driven from the high seas. In South- 

west Africa and the South Pacific (though not in German East Africa 

where Von Lettow Vorbeck held out to the bitter end), German colonies 

were quickly seized. But British sea-power was not the great offensive 

weapon on which navy traditionalists had counted. The attempt to 

break through the Dardanelles in 1915 was an embarrassing failure. 

The British Grand Fleet spent the war in the Orkneys waiting for the 

Germans to venture into the North Sea. When they did so in 1916, there 

was no Trafalgar but only the inconclusive battle of Jutland. The role 

of the Royal Navy was vital but defensive, though it was ill-equipped 

to counter the submarine menace especially after February 1917 when 

the Germans turned to unrestricted submarine warfare. Tied down in 

the North Sea, it watched the rise of American sea-power in the North 

Atlantic, and its Japanese counterpart in the Western Pacific. Block- 

ade was its primary means of attack: the slow remorseless pressure on 

the morale and physique of the German army and people.* But, even 

in 1918, it was uncertain whether it could work fast enough to stop 

Germany winning the war. 

Instead, for the British, like their continental allies, the ‘real’ war 

was on land. Although the Germans were denied a Blitzkrieg victory in 

1914, by the end of the year they controlled most of Belgium, including 
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part of its coastline, and a large area of Northern France to within fifty 

miles of Paris. Far from intervening to restore the balance of power, 

the British now found themselves in a dangerous position. If France 

were defeated outright, or gave up an unwinnable struggle to evict the 

Germans, Britain would have suffered a catastrophic setback. German 

control of Belgium and its ports would destroy the benefits of British 

insularity. French defeat would end the cooperation that allowed naval 

concentration against Germany. It might mean German control over 

France’s fleet. At best, the security of Britain — the imperial centre — 

would have been compromised in ways that weakened British influence 

around the world. At worst, the Germans would have taken a long step 

towards uniting the European continent against Britain’s global preten- 

sions. In either case, the implications for the stability and cohesion of 

the British world-system were stark. 

It followed that, from the end of 1914 until the armistice of 

November 1918, the British war effort was dominated by the increas- 

ingly desperate struggle to reverse the early verdict of the fighting 

and escape the geopolitical nightmare threatened by failure to liberate 

Belgium and Northern France. Lord Kitchener, who had been brought 

into the Liberal government to take charge of the army, quickly realised 

that a vast new volunteer force must be raised for the continental war. 

He intended to hold it back for a decisive blow, perhaps in 1917, 

when the continental powers had fought themselves to a standstill. 

This would ensure a loud British voice in the subsequent peace, an echo 

of the Vienna treaty in 1815. He was too optimistic. The scale of Ger- 

man success against the Entente powers forced a premature offensive 

in 1915. In 1916, the disasters on the Eastern Front,? and the attrition 

of France’s manpower at Verdun, forced the British into a reluctant 

offensive on the Somme that was abandoned after 400,000 casualties. 

After two years of war on the Western Front, and a quarter of a million 

British dead, there had been no progress on the most vital of British 

war aims. 

Indeed, by the end of 1916, the military problem seemed all but 

insoluble — except to the generals. To win on the Western Front, the 

British and the French had to drive the Germans from positions they had 

seized and fortified in the opening phase of the war. They had to achieve 

this against an enemy enjoying all the advantages of interior lines. As 

an attack developed, the Germans could shuttle their reinforcements 
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across the battle zone by rail: the attackers had to walk through mud 
and barbed wire. Moving into the open exposed the attacking force 
not just to rifle and machine gun fire, but to the deadly barrage of 
heavy artillery, which inflicted three-quarters of all casualties. With 
little chance of a decisive breakthrough, the only means of breaking the 

enemy’s will was through ‘attrition’: forcing German troops to fight, at 

whatever cost, in the hope of eventually wearing down their reserves of 

manpower and morale. With so desperate a strategy, and so few signs 

of success, it was hardly surprising that by November 1916 a mood of 

pessimism engulfed most of those responsible for the war effort of the 

British Empire.* 

These were the circumstances in which the coalition govern- 

ment that Asquith had formed in May 1915 was overthrown by a polit- 

ical coup in December 1916. The new coalition led by Lloyd George, 

with some Liberal but more Tory support, signalled the determination 

to win and to mobilise every resource for victory. But Lloyd George, 

who grasped better than anyone the political and technical difficulties 

of a total war, and Lord Milner, who became his chief lieutenant, were 

both keenly aware of how the drain of blood on the Western Front 

would affect the deeper sources of British power. Even with conscrip- 

tion to filter the call-up of skilled men, the huge losses of attrition war- 

fare would weaken the British economy, limit its war production and 

cut down the exports that helped pay the inflated bill of vital imports. 

Economic exhaustion would accelerate war-weariness, starve Britain’s 

allies of the material they needed and might break both the will and 

the means of victory. Despite these misgivings, no alternative plan was 

possible in 1917.5 Instead, the pressure grew for even greater sacrifice 

on the Western Front. The gradual collapse of the Russian army, the 

threatened collapse of the French — whose losses had been far higher 

than the British — made a new offensive against the German line a grand 

strategic necessity. This was Passchendaele: a battle in the mud from 

July to November 1917 that cost the BEF over 220,000 dead. Yet, by 

the end of 1917, as the Bolshevik revolution dragged Russia out of war, 

the prospects for victory in the West looked darker than ever. Triumph 

in the East would give the German High Command just the reinforce- 

ments it needed to break the Allied line, seize the Belgian coast and 

capture Paris. If it moved fast enough it could pre-empt the arrival of 

American troops and smother the impact of the United States’ decision 
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to enter the war (a result of Berlin’s unrestricted submarine warfare) in 

April 1917. It could win the battle for Europe. 

The spring and summer of 1918 thus turned out to be the climax 

of the war, the moment at which for the British and their allies defeat 

came closest. This was the ‘new war’ against which Milner warned 

Lloyd George in March 1918. With the signature of the treaty of Brest- 

Litovsk (6 March), the Germans had won the war against Russia ‘which 

used to cover our whole Asian flank’. With the Germans poised to 

swing round the Black Sea and enter the Caucasus, and the Turks now 

freed from Russian pressure, ‘we have a new campaign which really 

extends from the Mediterranean shore of Palestine to the frontier of 

India...[W]hether or not Japan takes on North Asia — I doubt her 

doing it — we alone have got to keep Southern Asia.’® The next day, 

the expected German blow fell in the West, but with unexpected force. 

Within days it had shattered the British Fifth Army in its path. ‘We are 

very near a crash’, wrote the government’s chief military adviser, Sir 

Henry Wilson, on 24 March.” A week’s fighting cost the BEF 114,000 

men. ‘You must fight with your backs to the wall’, Haig, their comman- 

der, told his troops (the irreverent reply was: ‘where’s the wall?’). As 

the Germans pressed forward, the British faced the dilemma of aban- 

doning the Channel ports or losing touch with the French armies to 

the south. ‘No readjustment of our forces can save the situation’, said 

Milner (now Secretary of State for War) until the British and French 

divisions began to hold their ground against the Germans.® ‘We are a 

fast dwindling army’, wrote Wilson on 12 April. “This is desperately 

serious.’? By early June, with the Germans at the Marne, and shells 

falling in central Paris, British leaders began to ponder how they would 

fight on if France and Italy (where a new German-Austrian offensive 

was expected) gave up the struggle. “The United States too late, too late, 

too late: what if it should turn out to be so?’, groaned the American 

ambassador to his diary.'° 

Milner was in no doubt that the supreme crisis of the war had 

arrived. ‘We must be prepared for France and Italy being beaten to 

their knees’, he told Lloyd George. ‘In that case, it is clear that the 

German-Austro-Turko-Bulgar bloc will be master of all Europe and 

Northern and Central Asia up to the point where Japan steps in to bar 

the way.’"' Milner predicted a global war in which Britain and her allies 

would be forced to defend the maritime periphery against a ‘heartland’ 

dominated by German power. ‘It is clear’, he argued, 
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[t]hat unless the only remaining free peoples of the world, 

America, this country and the Dominions, are knit together 

in the closest conceivable alliance and prepared for the 

maximum sacrifice, the Central bloc under the hegemony of 

Germany will control not only Europe and most of Asia 

but the whole world... If all these things happen, the 

whole aspect of the war changes. These islands become an 

exposed outpost of the Allied positions encircling the 

world — a very disadvantageous position for the brain- 

centre of such a combination. 

The fight, he concluded, ‘will now be for Southern Asia and above 

all for Africa (the Palestine bridgehead is of immense importance)’.'* 

Here was a terrifying prospectus of Britain’s imperial future from the 

most ardent of imperialists. The old balance of power had vanished 

like a dream. Britain’s eastern empire now lay open to an attack far 

more dangerous than anything threatened by Russia in the days of the 

‘sreat game’. Japan’s domination of East Asia, foreshadowed in its ‘21 

demands’ to China in 1915, would be the price of its support. Ameri- 

can financial and military help would be more indispensable than ever, 

strengthening when peace came the American demand for the ‘free- 

dom of the seas’ and the international settlement of colonial claims: 

key elements in Woodrow Wilson’s ‘Fourteen Points’ published in Jan- 

uary 1918. The ‘new world’ taking shape by the middle of 1918 bore 

a frightening resemblance to the warnings of Halford Mackinder, the 

geographer and imperialist, some fourteen years before: a vast ‘heart- 

land’ (ruled by Germany) controlling the ‘world island’ (continental 

Europe, Asia and Africa) leaving only an outer fringe where sea-power 

could contest its claims. With Britain and India under siege, and Lon- 

don’s commercial empire in ruins, the rump of the British world- 

system would have little choice but to look to the United States as 

its saviour. 

We know in hindsight that Milner was too pessimistic. Within 

a month, the tide in the West had begun to turn. But his grim prognosis 

left a fateful imperial legacy. Failure on the Western Front, perhaps a 

‘Dunkirk’ in which the British army abandoned the continent, made the 

Middle East the new fulcrum of imperial defence. It was there that the 

road must be barred to the Central Powers whose victory in the region 

would cut the British system in two and roll it up in detail. In the first 
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part of the war this had hardly seemed likely. British ambitions had 
been correspondingly modest. But in 1918 they aspired to dominate 
the whole vast tract between Greece and Afghanistan, obliterating the 
Ottoman Empire in the process. Their moment in the Middle East began 
in earnest. 

This great forward movement was a startling reversal of pre- 

war policy. Before 1914, the British had been favourable to the expul- 

sion of the Ottomans from Europe, but opposed to the break-up of their 

empire in Asia. Long-standing fears of Russian or German attempts to 

disrupt the route to India and penetrate the Persian Gulf - the mar- 

itime frontier of India - made Turkish control over the Straits and the 

Arab lands the least worst solution. But, in October 1914, the Turk- 

ish military triumvirate that ruled the empire threw in its lot with the 

Central Powers, perhaps in fear that an Entente victory would bring 

Russian annexation of Constantinople and the Straits, the oldest and 

dearest of Tsarist war aims. The British now had to defend their ‘veiled 

protectorate’ in Egypt and their ‘virtual’ protectorate in the Persian 

Gulf, whose Arab statelets were superintended by the government of 

India, against Ottoman attack. They had to protect the oil concession 

at the head of the Gulf (in Persian territory but close to the Ottoman 

border) half-owned by the British government and intended to supply 

the Royal Navy. Above all, they had to blast open the Straits so that 

supplies could reach their vast but almost landlocked Russian ally and 

turn its huge manpower to account. At the same time, they had to think 

how to minimise the effects of Turkish defeat upon the ‘post-war’ secu- 

rity of their imperial system, when both France and Russia (it had to be 

assumed) would be victor powers and (soon) new rivals. Their instincts 

were cautious. Their first preference was to keep the Ottoman Empire 

in being but force it to decentralise into zones of interest shared out 

between the victors. In May r9r5, with the attack on the Dardanelles, 

the Russians were promised Constantinople and the Straits, while the 

British were to take in compensation the large ‘neutral’ zone between 

the Russian and British spheres of influence in Persia. In May 1916, in 

a further effort to pre-empt any post-war dispute, the Sykes—Picot (or 

‘Tripartite’) agreement proposed a comprehensive partition of the 

Ottoman lands. Russia was to receive (as well as the Straits) a large 

sphere of interest in Armenia, or eastern Anatolia. Much of central Ana- 

tolia, and the coastal lands of the Levant went to France. The British 

share was to be the provinces of Baghdad and Basra, in the southern 
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part of modern Iraq. The remainder of Turkey’s Arab territories (most 

of modern Syria, northern and western Iraq, Jordan and southern Israel) 

was divided into two zones; in each of which the British and French 

would enjoy an exclusive influence over autonomous states ‘under the 

suzerainty of an Arab chief’.'3 Palestine was to be internationalised. 

The logic of British policy was to limit the scale of their future 

commitments and place a swathe of French influence between the 

approaches to the Gulf and the rival they really feared — Russia. By 

the latter part of 1917, this grand scheme was in tatters. The Middle 

East war had gone disastrously wrong. The Dardanelles expedition to 

capture the Straits had been a humiliating failure: Turkey had not been 

knocked out. Turkish armies fought hard in Mesopotamia, surround- 

ing and defeating the British Indian army at Kut in April 1916. It took 

another year before Baghdad was captured. The British army in Egypt 

struggled slowly into Palestine: but it took until December 1917 to 

capture Jerusalem. The Arab uprising promised by the Sherif of Mecca, 

with whom the British had made an alliance, proved of little military 

value. All this was bad enough: it did little for British prestige. The lack 

of progress on the Western Front made it much more serious. After 

January 1917, British leaders could not rule out the possibility of a 

peace on terms that left Germany unbeaten and poised to resume the 

struggle at a time of its choosing. That made it all the more impor- 

tant to secure the outer defences of Egypt (in Palestine) and Southern 

Mesopotamia. It was largely this thinking — ‘strategic Zionism’ — that 

converted the British War Cabinet to the Balfour Declaration in Novem- 

ber 1917 promising a Jewish ‘national home’ in Palestine: a colony of 

Jewish settlers, fiercely anti-Turk in outlook, would help guard the 

approaches to Egypt.'4 As Russia tottered towards collapse at the end 

of 1917, the urgency of safeguarding the Canal and the Gulf against a 

new Turko-German offensive seemed greater than ever. As the Russian 

armies fell back from the Caucasus, they opened the road to German 

and Turkish advance into Northern Persia and even Central Asia out- 

flanking Britain’s defence of the route to India. 

Thus, even before the catastrophic events of March and April 

1918 on the Western Front, the British had been forced to rethink 

their Middle East war aims in drastic fashion. They were desperate 

to block the route through the Caucasus along which German armies 

might march from the Ukraine. They wanted control of North Persia 

and a client government in Teheran. That meant advancing north from 
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Baghdad towards Mosul and Kurdistan. With little prospect of defeat- 
ing Germany and Austria-Hungary in Europe, it was all the more nec- 

essary to drive the Ottomans out of the Arab lands and hold them 

come what might in the West. Lloyd George and Milner had little 

faith in victory on the Western Front until American troops arrived 

en masse in 1919. At the beginning of February 1918, after a fierce 

argument with the other Entente leaders, they won agreement to their 

plan for a British offensive in Palestine, while standing their ground 

in Europe.'5 In March, the ‘Eastern Committee’ of the War Cabinet 

was set up under Curzon’s chairmanship to coordinate British policy 

between Greece and Afghanistan, to preside, in effect, over the forward 

movement in the Middle East. In the event, the hope of a swift offensive 

was aborted by the scale of the crisis in the West. Far from advancing 

deeper into Ottoman Syria, General Allenby was forced to repatriate 

British units in the Egyptian Expeditionary Force to meet Haig’s des- 

perate need for reinforcement, and wait instead for the arrival of more 

Indian troops, who were to make up nearly half his fighting strength.'® 

Not until September could the advance begin in earnest. When it did, 

the battle of Megiddo and the occupation of Damascus (1 October 

1918) marked the virtual end of Ottoman resistance. On 2 October, 

the British and Indian army in Mesopotamia (which was two-thirds 

Indian) began its advance on Mosul. By 20 October, the Ottoman gov- 

ernment had opened negotiations for an armistice, which was signed 

on the island of Mudros on 31 October. 

As the scale of their victory began to unfold, the ministers of 

the Eastern Committee seized their chance to build a permanent barrier 

between their old European rivals and the approaches to what Mil- 

ner’s protégé, Leo Amery (a keen student of geopolitics), had called the 

‘Southern British World’ in India, Africa and Oceania. The French were 

brutally told that their claims under the Sykes—Picot agreement were 

no longer valid. The ministers invoked instead the new ideals of self- 

determination, set out in Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points in January 

1918, to propose a wide degree of self-government in the Arab provinces 

(with the significant exception of Palestine), on the understanding that 

Britain would enjoy a complete monopoly of external influence.'”? ‘We 

will have a Protectorate but not declare it’, remarked the Foreign Secre- 

tary, Arthur Balfour.‘® Further east, they sanctioned Curzon’s project 

of turning Persia — where ‘the British stake is a greater and nota less one 

in consequence of the war’ — into a virtual protectorate, with British 
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command of the army, a financial adviser and a treaty.‘? Only over 

Curzon’s scheme for British occupation of the Caucasus and Trans- 

Caspia did his colleagues begin to cavil at the colossal scale of the 

commitments envisaged. But, by December 1918, a new British empire 

had been planned across much of the modern Middle East (the future 

of Armenia, the Straits and Constantinople was left undecided). 

In the months that followed, this grandiose vision was gradu- 

ally whittled down. The furious French refusal to give up their promised 

gains under Sykes—Picot forced a u-turn, and Syria, along with Lebanon, 

eventually became a League of Nations mandate under French trustee- 

ship. The British foray into the Caucasus and Central Asia could not 

last. When demobilisation shrank the British army, the attempt to aid 

the successor states of the Tsarist empire against its Bolshevik successor 

was soon abandoned. Turkey revolted against the crushing terms of 

peace and the occupation of Asia Minor by the Greeks, willing allies in 

Britain’s regional imperium. Even Persia resisted the quasi-protectorate 

that Curzon tried to force upon it in 1919. Across Egypt and the Arab 

lands in 1919-20, the British were caught up in a vast wave of politi- 

cal turbulence, much of it hostile to external control. Bitter arguments 

raged inside the British government over the cost of Iraq, the risks 

of confronting Turkey and the safety of the shoestring empire of ‘hot 

air, aeroplanes and Arabs’ (the characteristically acerbic phrase was Sir 

Henry Wilson’s) that Churchill began to fashion in 1921. But, despite 

all this, the belief that defending the British world-system required a 

regional primacy across the whole Middle East, not fortified enclaves 

around the Gulf and the Canal, proved astonishingly durable. The 

strategic geography of imperial defence had been permanently recast. 

From now on until the end of empire, guarding this great salient in the 

middle of the world as the grand counterpoise to British weakness in 

Europe became the ultimate test of imperial power. 

Of course, the imperial triumph in the Middle East was magni- 

fied by the victory over Germany and Austria-Hungary that had seemed 

so elusive for so long. As the Germans retreated, and then asked for 

an armistice, the British War Cabinet seized the chance to stop the war 

before the exhaustion of their manpower (and the shrinking size of their 

armies on the Western Front) began to tilt the balance of Allied power 

in favour of Wilson and Washington. They preferred the ambiguities 

of an armistice to the cost and delays that imposing unconditional sur- 

render on Germany might entail. They hoped at the peace to limit the 
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influence of American diplomacy and use it to restrain the demands of 
France. They had good reason to expect that, if the world had not been 
made safe for democracy, it had at least been made safe for the British 
Empire. The German navy — the great pre-war menace — was captured, 
and then scuttled by its own crews. The German colonies had been 
conquered. The Ottoman Empire had been demolished. The Russian 

empire had disintegrated in revolution. The peace conference would 

determine not the fact but the scale and permanence of British vic- 

tory. The great unknown was American policy and the extent to which 

President Wilson would go to enforce the programme of the Fourteen 

Points.*° Would British sea-power regain the easy primacy it had lost 

after 1890? Or would American naval rivalry and bitter dislike of the 

British claim to control neutral shipping in time of war (Point Two of 

Wilson’s Fourteen Points) trigger a new and unwinnable arms race — 

as Colonel House threatened Lloyd George in October 191827! Would 

the Americans insist upon the internationalising of wartime colonial 

conquests, and, if so, on what terms? Would the rise of Japanese power 

in East Asia, Chinese demands for an end to the unequal treaties, and 

the growing influence of the United States in the Western Pacific mean 

the attrition of British commercial and diplomatic influence in China? 

Above all, could victory on the Western Front be converted into a last- 

ing reconstruction of the balance of power in Europe - and a guarantee 

that Britain would not again be faced with a continent united or dom- 

inated against her interests? On these, and on the economic aftermath 

of the war, the shape of the ‘new world’ would depend. 

The price of victory 

The war was bound to disrupt the global economy that had grown up 

after 1880 and depended upon the free movement of trade, capital and 

(with rather more restriction) people around the world. As the greatest 

beneficiary of this ‘globalisation’, Britain was bound to be affected, 

with uncertain consequences for the political and economic cohesion of 

the British world-system. But, at the outset of the war, once the turmoil 

of the financial markets had calmed down, it was widely assumed that 

the struggle would reveal Britain’s latent strength as the pivot of the 

world economy. The British would use the huge credits built up over 

decades to draw in the produce needed from non-European countries. 
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British industry would supply the weapons for the Entente’s war effort. 

The Germans by contrast would find their foreign trade strangled by 

the British blockade, and the gross inflation set off by the expansion of 

paper money would undermine their will to fight.** In a long war, the 

British were bound to win. 

These were the views of John Maynard Keynes, the young 

Cambridge economist recruited to the British Treasury in August 1914. 

His technical knowledge and analytical brilliance quickly won him 

influence at the highest level. The essence of Keynes’ thinking was that 

Britain should fight the war in the same way as it had been fought 

against Napoleon, but with the added advantage conferred by huge 

claims on overseas production (by the capital and income from foreign 

investments) and Germany’s dependence on foreign trade — the result of 

rapid industrialisation before 1914. After a year of war, it was clear that 

this optimistic calculation was badly flawed. The Germans had won a 

position from which they could only be driven by frontal assault. They 

controlled much of the coal, iron and steel production of the French 

and Belgian economies. The huge mobilisation of French and (later) 

Italian manpower drastically reduced their production of food. With 

the Dardanelles closed, Russian wheat could not reach the West, nor 

could Russia pay for the munitions she needed. As the war went on, 

Britain’s allies needed more and more shipping, food and equipment 

and had less and less means to pay for them. To make matters worse, 

there was no question of keeping British manpower at home in fac- 

tory and farm while the fighting was done by their continental allies. If 

Germany was to be driven out of France and Belgium, it would need a 

huge British army as well. 

By August 1915, Keynes (who was now responsible for British 

purchases in the United States) was well aware of the dilemma. Britain 

could not raise Kitchener’s armies, he argued, as well as supporting her 

allies economically.*3 ‘It is certain’, he wrote in September, ‘that the 

limitations of our resources are in sight.’*4 The nub of the problem was 

foreign exchange. London had to find dollars to pay for the American 

goods the war effort demanded. In ordinary times, Britain earned dol- 

lars by exports, from foreign investment, and from exchanging goods 

with countries (like India) that had a surplus of dollars. But the war had 

disrupted international trade and payments. It sharply reduced Britain’s 

dollar earnings from exports, since much of British industry was sup- 

plying munitions to the Allies, paid for by British loans not foreign 
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payments. The longer the war lasted, the greater the need of the Allied 
countries for American products, for which only Britain could pay in 
dollars. The pressure became relentless. To pay for British and Allied 
purchases, the Treasury bought up British-owned dollar securities (with 
sterling) and sold or pledged them in New York. It exported some of 

the precious reserve of gold. And it borrowed from American bankers, 

using the great firm of J. P. Morgan to raise dollar loans on its behalf. 

At all costs, it had to prevent a collapse in the value of sterling against 

the dollar. For, if American sellers and lenders lost confidence, Amer- 

ican goods would become impossibly expensive and bring the Allied 

war effort to a standstill. 

For Keynes, therefore, the economic pivot of the war was 

Britain’s credit in New York. If it failed, the Allies were finished. ‘We 

have one ally’, Keynes told the Admiralty board in March r916, ‘the rest 

are mercenaries.’*5 There was no certainty that American lenders would 

continue to buy British bonds when their own economy was booming. 

If American opinion was alienated by some transatlantic quarrel, the 

effect might be devastating. For the rest of 1916, however, disaster was 

postponed. The British dribbled their gold (and that of their Allies) 

into the New York market. They spent heavily to hoid up the value of 

sterling. The American investor, despite Keynes’ pessimism, remained 

a willing buyer of Allied loans. But, by the end of 1916, the huge 

reserves of British financial power had reached the limits that Keynes 

predicted. In November 1916, the American authorities, disturbed by 

the rapid growth of so much debt, advised their banks to curtail for- 

eign loans. At the same time, as the gold reserve in London reached 

a critical level, and dollar securities began to run out, British depen- 

dence on American lending became greater than ever. At the moment 

when the Asquith cabinet fell in early December, the Treasury privately 

calculated that it was scarcely a week away from exhausting its dol- 

lars. The immediate danger of a sterling collapse receded. But, in the 

spring of 1917, as Germany’s unrestricted submarine warfare brought 

the United States closer and closer to intervention, there was barely a 

month’s reserve in hand before a drastic reduction of British purchases 

would have been necessary.*® Even after American entry in April 1917, 

the strain and uncertainty were intense. A hold-up on American cred- 

its in June brought the British to the point of default.*7 On 29 July 

1917, Bonar Law, now Chancellor of the Exchequer, told his American 

counterpart, William Gibbs McAdoo, that, without urgent help, the 
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‘whole financial fabric’ of the Alliance would collapse within days.”® 

Keynes pondered how to safeguard Britain’s ‘final reserve’ of gold — 

implying the curtailment of British purchases or going off gold. At 

the time of Passchendaele, the French army mutinies, the break-up of 

the Russian armies and the holocaust of their shipping in the subma- 

rine war, the British faced a financial ‘Dunkirk’. The implications were 

colossal. Financial breakdown would shatter the Alliance and force an 

early peace. A British default on their dollar loans, or a refusal to pay 

gold on demand to foreign holders of sterling balances kept in London, 

would ruin for the foreseeable future the City’s reputation as a finan- 

cial centre — together with sea-power, the principal source of Britain’s 

world power. 

The British were rescued from this dilemma by the willingness 

of the American government to take on the burden of lending to the 

Entente powers until the end of the war. Financial disaster was averted. 

The threat of a famine in food and munitions disappeared, especially 

with the fall in Atlantic sinkings by the end of 1917. But, as Keynes 

insisted, Britain’s dependence on American goods, the burden of Amer- 

ican loans and the diversion of industrial manpower into the war of 

attrition in Flanders, was bound to debilitate her commercial power. ‘In 

another year’, he wrote at the end of 1917 (when the war was expected 

to continue into 1919 or 1920), ‘we shall have forfeited the claim we had 

staked out in the New World and... the country will be mortgaged to 

America.’”? Indeed, Britain’s displacement by America as the commer- 

cial and financial superpower seemed all but inevitable. As the British 

rushed to sell their dollar portfolio and borrowed to their limit from 

American lenders, the United States was transformed almost overnight 

from a debtor to a creditor.>° Its foreign lending raced upwards towards 

the majestic level that the British had accumulated in 1913. With British 

exports sinking to 60 per cent of their pre-war value,3' and America’s 

rising to unprecedented heights, the dollar replaced sterling as the most 

coveted currency. American banks began to emerge from isolation to 

set up branches abroad. American exports filled the gap left by the 

British shortfall. In Latin America, where Anglo-American competi- 

tion was sharpest, the fall-off of British trade to long-valued markets 

was particularly steep.3* Nor was the Americans’ challenge confined to 

trade, investment and commercial transactions. In 1916 began the vast 

expansion of their merchant marine through government subsidy. By 

the end of the war, this commercial fleet was 40 per cent as large as the 

British.33 Behind this great American progress lurked the suggestion 
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of a world reordered to America’s design. ‘When the war is over’, 
Woodrow Wilson told his main foreign policy adviser, Colonel House, 
‘we can force them [the British] to our way of thinking, because by that 
time they will. . . be financially in our hands.’ But, he added, ‘we cannot 
force them now’.34 

The scale of British debts at the end of the war was cer- 
tainly huge. By November 1918, nearly £1 billion was owed to the 
American government and private lenders.35 The backlog of payments 

made it considerably more by 1920,3° equivalent perhaps to some 20 

per cent of overseas assets in 1913. Around 15 per cent of Britain’s 

overseas wealth had also been spent on vital dollar goods in the first 

years of the war. Britain would have to pay back its American loans 

at £100 million a year, Keynes calculated gloomily in March roro. 

‘Such a burden will cripple our foreign development in other parts 

of the world.’37 To make matters worse, much of this debt had been 

incurred on behalf of Britain’s wartime allies, mainly Russia, from 

whom it was unlikely to be recovered. Added to that, the huge domes- 

tic borrowing that had financed much of the war effort3*® was likely 

to mean high interest rates and taxation, and a consequent burden on 

industry, for a long time to come. But the picture might have been 

worse. 

Brutal though the strain had been, the British had defended the 

value of the pound in the vital arena of the New York market. By doing 

so, they kept much of their commercial empire in being. The sterling 

balances of their main trading partners remained in London. Battered 

though it was by submarine warfare, their vast merchant marine 

carried the great bulk of British goods and earned vital dollars in 

the Atlantic trade. When American troops were sent to the European 

war, more than half crossed the Atlantic in British ships. For that and 

other British supplies and services, Washington paid — nearly $2 billion 

(£400m) in r918—-19.3° British investments overseas continued to earn 

a substantial income. The returns for 1920 show overseas investment 

earnings at £200 million and other invisible exports at £395 million — 

a grand total of nearly £600 million, compared with £369 million 

in 1913.4° Against that must be set the huge rise in prices: by 1920, 

domestic wholesale prices were at three times their pre-war level,*' and 

the price of raw cotton — one of Britain’s largest imports — showed 

a similar rise.4* 1920 was also the high point of the post-war boom, 

before the huge backlog of deferred purchases gave way to the depressed 

conditions (in Britain) of the early 1920s. Nevertheless, the scale of their 
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overseas commerce and the arduous defence of sterling had enabled 

the British to offset considerably the external effects of their war 

economy. 

An important element in the safeguarding of the commercial 

empire had been the resources drawn from the dominions and India. 

The dominions (South Africa in part) paid for the forces they sent to the 

imperial war effort. To buy the supplies they needed, they borrowed 

from London. To help balance this borrowing, the British government 

bought much of their produce at generous prices: the entire Australian 

wool-clip in 1916-17. Except in the case of Canada, which was part 

of the North American dollar zone, no payments in gold were made to 

Empire countries which had to be content with sterling balances piled 

up in London.43 Gold was hoarded for the more vital task of propping 

sterling’s value against the dollar. South African gold was exported 

to London, and the Treasury resisted the plaintive requests of South 

African banks for shipments to boost the supply of coin. ‘We keep send- 

ing away our vast gold production and yet cannot get enough sovereigns 

to carry on the business of the country’, complained one ‘English’ 

politician.44 As a non-sterling country, Canada’s role was especially 

vital. It had the most industrialised economy of any Empire country. 

As well as sending the largest contingent of dominion manpower (over 

400,000 men) in the Canadian Expeditionary Force, it supplied by the 

second half of the war a large fraction of the munitions Britain needed. 

By 1917, between a quarter and a third of Britain’s artillery ammuni- 

tion was being produced in Canada.*5 An Imperial Munitions Board, 

staffed by ‘some of the ablest men of business in Canada’4® was set up 

in December 1915 to coordinate production among some 400 firms and 

300,000 workers. Canada became a western extension of Britain’s war 

production economy. In the quarter ending on 30 December 1916, the 

British ministry of munitions spent £66 million in the UK, £33 million 

in the US and £20 million in Canada.47 With the pressure on Britain’s 

hard currency reserves by the end of 1916, it became something more: 

a source of dollars for British war purchases. Much of the cost of the 

munitions produced in Canada was met with advances from the Cana- 

dian government and the loans it raised at home. Britain borrowed 

in all $x billion in Canada: an amount equal to the value of the dol- 

lar securities sold in the United States, and to a quarter of London’s 

borrowing from the American government.4* It was heavily offset by 

the sterling expenses that Canada incurred in fighting the war (some 
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C$714 million). In manpower, industrial production and dollars, the 
oldest dominion had been an indispensable ally. 

India’s case was different, though no less important. India was 

rich in manpower but poor in industry. Even more than in the domin- 

ions, whose money-markets were under-developed by comparison with 

Britain’s, it was difficult to mobilise capital there. Under rules laid down 

before 1914, London bore the cost of sending troops out of India — both 

Indians and the British garrison — to a theatre of war. But, in September 

1914, the Indian government agreed to meet the ‘normal’ cost of such 

forces as if they were in India.4? This included Indian soldiers serving 

in France. By the end of the war, more than one million Indians had 

served overseas, and the Indian government had recruited over 800,000 

volunteers to the army.5° The economic price was considerable. While 

India piled up credits abroad with the sale of exports and London’s pay- 

ments for the army, little of this could be remitted in earnings, still less 

in gold. Strict exchange controls prevented trade in non-essential goods, 

and an embargo on grain exports reinforced the effects of a shortage of 

shipping (heavily concentrated in the short-haul Atlantic) to the detri- 

ment of grain producers. After 1916, the burden of war became steadily 

heavier. In 1917, the Viceroy’s government made a gift of £100 million 

to Britain, equivalent to India’s annual revenue. It meant, remarked an 

Indian member of the legislative council (which was not consulted), that 

‘for a lifetime of a generation internal improvements of even the most 

necessary kind will be considerably hampered’.5' Inflation accelerated. 

The tax burden per head of population rose by 65 per cent between 

1914-15 and 1918-19.°* Public debt grew by half. In the last year of the 

war, as London faced the terrible wastage of British manpower, Indian 

resources were pressed more and more heavily. The Viceroy promised 

to raise a further half a million men in April 191853 and to meet the 

ordinary costs of a much larger part of the Indian forces overseas. The 

military budget rocketed upwards, doubling government spending by 

the end of the war. Like the dominions, though without their freedom 

of choice, India made a critical contribution to the economic cost of 

defending the British world-system. 

Imperial aid reduced British dependence upon the United States 

and eased the strain upon sterling. It helped blunt the danger that finan- 

cial and naval primacy — the woolsack and the trident — would both 

cross the Atlantic at the end of the war. In fact, for a number of reasons, 

the American challenge proved curiously muted. The economic muscle 
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on which Woodrow Wilson had hoped to rely was not strong enough. 

The war had ended too soon. ‘We cannot afford to enter into a com- 

petitive fight [with British shipping] for some time to come’, warned his 

Shipping Commissioner in late 1918.54 With two million Americans 

marooned in Europe, a shipping war with the British was out of the 

question. Nor were the British in need of American dollars once the 

shooting stopped. When the American treasury cut off its dollar loans, 

European countries ceased to buy American goods. Wilson’s govern- 

ment also proved surprisingly reluctant to discuss economic coopera- 

tion with its European associates so that the universal free trade that 

was meant to accompany the League of Nations (and foster American 

industrial power) remained still-born. Indeed, the economic role of the 

American government shrank swiftly at the end of the war and there 

was little love lost between the Wilson administration and the money 

barons in New York, whom his finance minister (and also his son-in- 

law) described as ‘reactionary, sinister, unscrupulous, mercenary and 

sordid’.55 Nor did the war mark the prelude to the global triumph 

of American trade. In Latin America, there was a permanent shift in 

America’s favour, although in Argentina particularly, British exporters 

staged a strong recovery.°° But the overall picture was much less posi- 

tive. By the mid-1920s, the real value of American exports was hardly 

above its pre-war level.5? The United States had broken free from the 

commercial imperium once wielded from London. But it still lacked the 

means, and perhaps the motive, to build one of its own. 

Rumours that the British had lost their premier place in the 

world economy by the end of the war were thus somewhat exagger- 

ated. They remained the economic superpower with the largest foreign 

trade, the largest foreign income, the largest share of international ser- 

vices and the largest merchant fleet. Nevertheless, the war did bring a 

critical change, though it took time for the effects to become obvious. 

The place occupied by the City and its commercial empire in the British 

world-system was sharply modified. Before the war the City had enjoyed 

remarkable freedom from governmental control. It had been a commer- 

cial republic with its own imperium: cosmopolitan, self-interested and 

self-regulated. During the war it was brought brusquely to heel and its 

liberties cut down. Treasury control became stronger and stronger. By 

January 1917, it had the power to requisition all foreign securities.5° 

Its view, not that of the Bank of England, was now decisive on interest 

rates and the gold reserve.5? The Treasury decided where capital could 
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be exported and for what purpose. After the war, ‘informal’ controls 
persisted, to channel investment into sterling countries, partly to protect 

the exchange rate.°° Secondly, there was no doubt that the City’s place 

in international finance had been seriously weakened by the massive 

wartime sell-off of dollar securities, the most mobile and therefore the 

most valuable of assets.°' To have disposed of so much of its holding 

in the world’s largest and strongest economy was bound to reduce the 

City’s capacity to invest abroad and to aggravate Britain’s dollar deficit, 

a marked feature even in pre-war times. Thirdly, the war had meant 

a huge rise in domestic borrowing in Britain: government debt rose 

tenfold from £700 million in 1914 to £7.5 billion in r919.°* Financing 

this home-grown debt became a major preoccupation of both govern- 

ment and City, driving up interest rates and redirecting capital from 

export overseas. The war made the City poorer, more inward-looking 

and more vulnerable to external shocks. 

These changes in the City’s position were the most obvious 

sign that the powerful symbiosis between economics and politics repre- 

sented by the ‘imperialism of free trade’ had been seriously weakened. 

The unrestricted flow of trade into, through and out of Britain had 

made London the entrepot of the world. It had maximised Britain’s 

income from shipping and services as well as her earnings from over- 

seas property. It had spun two virtuous circles of wealth and power. 

The entrepot function, free trade, ready supplies of capital and credit 

and sterling—gold convertibility had made the City the reserve bank of 

most secondary states. They in turn were obliged to accept the com- 

mercial and financial disciplines expected by the London market. To 

retreat from the gold standard into a paper currency, or to default 

on their obligations, meant a stoppage in the stream of capital and 

credit on which their hopes of material progress (in an expanding world 

economy) depended. A developing economy like Canada, remarked the 

banker Robert Brand in 1913, ‘had as much interest in maintaining 

unchecked the flow of capital from England as a city has in preventing 

the supply of water being cut off.’°3 The benefits accruing to Britain 

were not only profitable investment. British financial, commercial and 

even engineering practice was diffused more widely. British-based mer- 

chant houses managed much of world trade. Information and market 

expertise flowed increasingly to London. The huge British investment 

in telecommunications tightened the grip of the British news media 

on the information that passed to the ‘Outer World’. In more subtle 
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ways, the circulation of news, information and ideas, the prestige and 

volume of cultural (as well as material) imports, and the freer move- 

ment of pilgrims, tourists and migrants reduced the influence of local 

or regional identity. The scope for imperial or ‘pan-British’ loyalties 

(among others) was widened. It was not fantastic before 1914 to imag- 

ine a ‘liberal empire’ attached to Britain by cultural and ideological as 

well as commercial attraction. 

But the commercial engine-room of this free-trade empire had 

been damaged by the war, and its machinery dislocated. With its 

resources straitened, its integrating function in the British world-system 

was throttled back. Without the carrot of credit, the stick of discipline 

was much harder to wield. The new technologies of transport and com- 

munications, the vital circuits of imperial power, were more difficult 

to fund. The full modernisation of military power — the top priority of 

pre-war governments — was too costly to contemplate. The expansive 

energies symbolised by the huge outpouring of capital and migrants 

before 1914 were checked, though post-war emigration revived for a 

while. But, when the world economy collapsed into depression after 

1929, the imperialism of free trade would beat a final retreat in the face 

of a new world order. 

The politics of solidarity 

The war was bound to strain the political relations between Britain and 

its most important partners in the imperial association. The contribu- 

tions in men or money made by the dominions, India and Ireland to 

the imperial war effort became a central issue in their local politics. 

The question was even more sharply. posed in those other countries 

where British rule (or its virtual equivalent — as in Egypt) had comman- 

deered the resources to fight or imposed stringent controls on grounds 

of security. In East and West Africa, for example, the ‘sideshow’ wars 

for German colonies meant labour conscription and social disruption 

on a major scale. Death, separation, disease and famine for Africans 

followed in the wake of the imperialists’ grand quarrel. During the 

war, but mostly at its end (since wartime regulation restrained public 

debate), the political cost of ‘British connection’, the hope of reward for 

imperial loyalty and the demand for compensation for sufferings borne, 



329 / The war for Empire, 1914-1919 

reopened long-standing questions about the ordering of the imperial 
system. 

War politics in Britain 

Britain was no exception to this general rule, although the debate about 

empire was more muted than elsewhere. British leaders had always been 

wary of the complaint that empire had become too costly. They were 

uneasy with the claim that imperial expenditure benefited the few and 

cost the many. “The more the empire expands, the more the Cham- 

berlains contract’ had been the radical gibe against Joseph Chamber- 

lain’s expansionist enthusiasm — a reference to the family’s manufac- 

turing interests. Before 1914, however, when the most visible charge of 

empire had been the soaring budget of the Royal Navy, radical criticism 

was aimed not at the intolerable burden of defending the empire but 

at the unproven need to defend Britain with such costly armaments. 

With the navy concentrated in the North Sea, it would have been hard 

to argue that it was imperial commitments that were costing Britain 

dear. So, unlike the mid- or late-Victorian radicals, who denounced 

feckless empire-building in India and Egypt as the enemy of domestic 

peace, Edwardian radicals were bound to take a different tack. But 

the argument that battleship-building was the needless provocation of 

a peaceable Germany, or that colonial concessions would appease a 

disgruntled Berlin, had limited purchase on public opinion. It was the 

dispute over how much naval power was needed to defend Britain itself 

that was the real threat to the admirals’ plans. 

The immediate casus belli (the integrity of Belgium) and the 

shock of the German advance reinforced the pre-war consensus that 

the target of German aggression was British independence and great 

power status in Europe. From first to last, the Western Front consumed 

by far the largest proportion of British resources and the largest toll of 

British dead. It preoccupied British opinion to the exclusion of almost 

every other theatre. In this titanic struggle, the role of Britain’s imperial 

partners and dependants became assistance in the common cause. With 

Canadian, Australian, New Zealand, South African and Indian troops 

on the Western Front, it would have been strange to complain that the 

Empire was a drain on British power. 

Yet its converse, the idea that ‘closer union’ with the Empire 

countries (especially the white dominions) was now essential to British 
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survival, peddled by self-styled ‘imperialists’ before the war, made lim- 

ited headway. For the first eighteen months of the war, it was blocked by 

the survival of the Asquithian consensus, remodelled as a coalition min- 

istry in May r915. Asquith’s fiercest critics had been Milner’s band of 

followers.°5 They denounced the refusal of the Asquithian regime (and 

its coalition Tory allies) to accept the logic of total war and cast off the 

mentality of laissez-faire. They looked forward to cleansing the Augean 

stable of party politics with its ‘old gang’. They hoped for a new align- 

ment in which ‘imperialism’ — offering social reform, a more pro-active 

state and ‘closer unity’ with the white dominions — would confront 

‘socialism’ — the disruptive forces of class warfare, anti-imperialism and 

anti-capitalism. A modernised imperial state, mobilising British and 

imperial resources, and commanding the ‘race-patriotism’ of British 

peoples at home and abroad, was needed if Britain was to survive 

the struggle of ‘world states’ that the war represented. Had the war 

ended in 1915 or 1916, they would have remained voices crying in the 

wilderness. But, by the latter part of 1916, the Milnerites had found 

powerful new allies. Lord Northcliffe, proprietor of The Times and the 

Daily Mail, had joined the chorus against Asquith. So had Sir Edward 

Carson, the uncrowned king of Ulster and darling of the Tory ultras 

against Home Rule. But it was Lloyd George’s revolt against Asquith 

that was decisive. 

From the early months of the war, Lloyd George had been the 

Liberal minister most identified with the building of a war economy. As 

minister of munitions and then Secretary of State for War (after Kitch- 

ener’s death), his political influence (perhaps survival) depended upon 

military success. By late 1916, he was as radically discontented with 

Asquithian complacency as the Milnerites, with whom he had secret 

contacts. When Asquith reneged in early December upon an agree- 

ment to hand over daily management of the war to a small committee 

under his presidency, Lloyd George resigned. But to the chagrin of the 

Asquithians, it was he who won over their Tory allies, and a critical fol- 

lowing among Liberal MPs, to form a new government whose mandate 

was victory at (almost) any price. In this new regime, the Milnerites 

were strongly represented — a sign of Lloyd George’s openness to new 

ideas and his need for a network that would help break the grip of 

the Asquithian ‘establishment’. Milner himself became a member of the 

small ‘war cabinet’ of five and Lloyd George’s first lieutenant in the 

running of the war. Bonar Law, the Tory leader, was the indispensable 
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guarantor of a Commons majority. And Arthur Henderson was the 
vital link with the trade unions and Labour. But Milner, with his knowl- 
edge of finance, his military and dominion connections and (as an Old 
Egyptian Hand) his Middle East expertise, became the workhorse of the 
war effort. In Lloyd George’s eyes, he had other virtues as well. ‘Milner 
and I stand for very much the same things’, he told his confidant, the 

newspaper proprietor George Riddell, in February 1917. ‘He is a poor 

man and so am I. He does not represent the landed and capitalist classes 

any more than I do. He is keen on social reform and so am I.’°* To 

an embattled prime minister dependent on the support of his bitterest 

pre-war enemies, trust was a luxury. But Milner, he told Riddell a year 

later, ‘is a man of first class courage’.°7 

The question was whether Milner and his followers would be 

able to turn Britain’s domestic politics in the imperial direction for 

which they longed. Many omens were favourable. The party system 

against which Milner had railed was to all intents suspended. Pub- 

lic opinion was shaped more by the press than by parliament, and 

the Milnerites had plenty of friends in the press: it was their natu- 

ral element. The Times was practically their house journal, its editor, 

Geoffrey Dawson, one of Milner’s protégés. On the economic front, 

the food crisis of 1917-18 and the dollar shortage drove home their 

pre-war arguments for domestic and imperial self-sufficiency. Milner’s 

Corn Production Act (1917) was designed to renovate Britain’s dilap- 

idated agrarian economy by incentives and controls. The report of 

the Dominions Royal Commission urged the creation of an impe- 

rial development board to channel investment into Empire resources. 

Another committee urged tariff protection for strategic industries. 

Milner himself played an active role in making a new Ministry of 

Health to spearhead social reform and post-war ‘reconstruction’. The 

siege economy would be reborn in peacetime as the engine of a 

new imperialism. Laissez-faire and ‘cosmopolitanism’ would be swept 

away. 

In fact, the Milnerites’ ambition outran their influence. In 

September 1918, Milner pressed on Lloyd George the importance of 

not returning to the ‘old ways’. The key question was now ‘national 

development’. ‘The business nation should deal on specially favourable 

terms with its friends among the nations, and, first and foremost, with 

its own kith, the nations of its own civilisation and ideals, who can 

be reckoned on to be always friendly.’®? Lloyd George ignored him. 
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There was little support for Milnerite reconstruction at the end of the 

war: quite the contrary. From business interests there were vehement 

demands to dismantle the apparatus of wartime controls on profit and 

production, reducing the scale and scope of government intervention 

as nearly as possible to its pre-war proportions. The call for a return 

to ‘normality’ was powerfully seconded in the City, which hoped for 

an early return to its old financial freedom. Secondly, it turned out that 

the war had suspended the party system but not destroyed it. A new 

‘imperial’ constitution to smash the parties’ grip was as far away as 

ever. Proportional representation, which Milner favoured for similar 

reasons,’° was not adopted, and, though the coalition was renewed in 

December 1918, the huge Conservative majority in the post-war Com- 

mons soon proved as stultifyingly parochial as its pre-war counterpart. 

Thirdly, and chiefly, the war had mobilised a powerful new enemy 

to the Milnerite vision of tariff reform and imperial unity: organised 

labour. 

The outbreak of the war had split the Labour party. The party 

leader, Ramsay MacDonald, opposed entry. The trade union leaders, 

who supplied the party with its funds and membership, supported the 

government. As the party’s de facto chief, Arthur Henderson joined the 

Asquith coalition and then the Lloyd George war cabinet. But trade 

union patriotism was not without strings. ‘Dilution’ (the replacement 

of skilled by unskilled labour for the duration) was unpopular: any 

form of industrial conscription was anathema. The system of ‘leav- 

ing certificates’ (to permit a change of employment) was a constant 

source of friction. Price rises evoked fierce complaints about profiteer- 

ing. There was a widespread suspicion that employers would exploit 

wartime flexibility in the workplace to drive down wages once peace 

had come. As inflation accelerated, shortages increased, and the struggle 

for manpower intensified, ‘unofficial’ militancy grew and strikes pro- 

liferated. Trade union membership swelled from 3.4 million in 1913 

to 5.4 million five years later. In the Labour movement as a whole, 

early support for the war modulated into a more questioning attitude. 

American intervention and revolution in Russia heightened anticipa- 

tions of a new world order. By the end of 1917, party differences over 

the conflict had been largely reconciled. The anti-war faction now com- 

manded general approval for a ‘peace of democratisation’, with a limit 

on armaments, no annexations, and ‘the abandonment of any form 

of imperialism’.7" When the Labour party adopted a new constitution 
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in January 1918, with individual party membership and a country- 
wide electoral organisation, a formidable new opposition was in the 
making. 

What made it all the more significant was the vast extension of 

the franchise for which the wartime mobilisation of men and women 

had made an unanswerable case. Under the third reform Act of 1918, 

universal male suffrage and votes for women over thirty tripled the pre- 

war electorate. Little was known of the new voters’ opinions, though 

much might be guessed. Lloyd George had made haste in January 1918 

to declare his democratic war aims.7* The Conservative party leadership 

feared a radical tide rolling westward from Russia. When the prospects 

of a Liberal reunion were shattered in the acrimony of the Maurice 

debate in May 1918, they embraced coalition with Lloyd George’s 

followers as the best defence against the ‘impact of labour’. Among 

Conservatives, a spirit of caution, defensiveness and introversion was 

even more deeply ingrained by the economic turbulence of the aftermath 

and the fear of a labour ‘revolt’. The war had transformed British 

politics, but not in the direction for which Milner had hoped. 

The dominions: Canada, Australia, New Zealand 

The five self-governing states of the Empire (we must not forget New- 

foundland) had no choice about entering the conflict. When their head 

of state, King George V, declared war on the advice of his British min- 

isters, they were in the fight whether they liked it or not. But their 

contribution to the war effort was another matter entirely. In principle, 

the dominion governments were free to cheer from the sidelines, or to 

make only token gestures of support. In practice, their response was 

astonishing. In Australia, the Commonwealth prime minister promised 

help ‘to the last man and the last shilling’. In Canada and New Zealand, 

the sentiment was the same (South Africa was a special case). By the 

end of the war, over a million men from the dominions had served 

on its battlefields, the vast majority in the terrible charnel-house of the 

Western Front. In the two largest, Canada and Australia, over 13 per 

cent of adult males had served overseas; in New Zealand, the figure 

exceeded 19 per cent. The proportion who were killed or wounded was 

appallingly high: nearly 50 per cent of the Canadians, 59 per cent of 

New Zealanders and 65 per cent of Australians. Over 60,000 Cana- 

dians were killed, 59,000 Australians and 16,000 New Zealanders.” 

The cost of raising and equipping armies for the imperial war was met 
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(in these three cases) by the dominion governments themselves who 

incurred, like Britain, a heavy burden of war debt. 

Cooperation on this scale and under such stressful conditions 

was bound to be difficult. As the war went on interminably, and the 

losses mounted up, the differences between London and the dominion 

governments grew sharper. In the first two years of the struggle, three 

factors had mitigated these tensions. The dominion leaders were con- 

tent (perhaps surprisingly so) to leave the daily conduct of the war to 

British ministers in London, perhaps on the argument that their own 

expertise was so limited as to rule out assuming any responsibility for 

the deployment of their forces. Indeed, it was not until the summer of 

1918 that the dominion governments mounted a sustained attack on 

the deficiencies of the British high command after the disastrous set- 

backs of the spring. Secondly, for Australia, New Zealand and South 

Africa, where anxiety about local security was greatest, the outbreak 

of war promised immediate territorial gains in their own backyard: 

in German New Guinea, Samoa and South West Africa. Thirdly, the 

economic burdens of war were eased by the large and growing scale 

of British purchases, and by the general prosperity that came with the 

booming demand for the commodities the dominions produced. Loy- 

alty and self-interest marched in the same direction. Even so, there was 

friction. The dominions were infuriated by the British government’s 

initial reluctance to let them borrow in London, fearing that such a 

stoppage would capsize their credit-based economies. They were deter- 

mined to keep their volunteer armies together as ‘national’ units and 

not to see them dispersed among other British troops. And, by 1916, 

dominion leaders were becoming increasingly anxious to have, and 

to be seen to have, greater influence over the purposes for which the 

war was being fought. W. M. Hughes, the Australian premier, spent 

much of 1916 in London, partly to negotiate the sale of the wool- 

clip, but also to stake a claim for influence at the imperial centre. The 

Canadian premier, Robert Borden, an outspoken advocate of dominion 

influence over British foreign policy before 1914, was enraged by the 

frigid response of the Colonial Secretary, Bonar Law, to his request for 

greater participation in imperial policy. Canada had sent to1,000 men 

overseas, he told his London representative in October 1915, and had 

just authorised an increase to 250,000. ‘We deem ourselves entitled 

to fuller information and consultation respecting general policy in war 

operations.’”74 By January 1916, when the Canadian commitment was 
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doubled again, his mood was explosive. Canada could not be expected 
to put four to five hundred thousand men in the field and be treated 
like ‘toy automata’, he burst out to Perley. ‘Is the war being waged by 
the UK alone, or is it a war waged by the whole Empire?’75 Hughes’ 
opinion ‘as to the future necessity of the Overseas nations having an 
adequate voice in the Empire’s foreign policy’, he told Perley, ‘coincides 
entirely with my own’.7° 

Borden and Hughes were determined that the dominions’ con- 

tribution to the war should be rewarded by the unequivocal abolition of 

their ‘colonial’ status in matters of external policy. Unlike Joseph Ward, 

joint leader of the New Zealand coalition government, they were not 

interested in imperial federation. Their chance came with the arrival 

of Lloyd George in Downing Street, and the Milnerites in government. 

Milnerite enthusiasm for ‘closer unity’ coincided with the grim accep- 

tance that dominion help in the unending war would be increasingly 

important, and the even grimmer recognition that dominion leaders 

had to be consulted about the minimum terms of peace acceptable. In 

late December 1916, the invitations went out to an ‘Imperial War Con- 

ference’ that ran from March until May 1917. In the event, Hughes 

remained in Australia to fight for conscription, and Louis Botha sent 

his deputy, General Smuts. The dominion delegates were convened 

with British ministers as the ‘Imperial War Cabinet’. War aims were 

discussed. London made ambiguous promises about imperial prefer- 

ence after the war. But the main outcome of the meetings was agree- 

ment that relations with the dominion governments would have to be 

adjusted after the war to respect their status as ‘autonomous nations 

of an Imperial Commonwealth’, with arrangements for ‘continuous 

consultation’ and an ‘adequate voice in foreign policy and... foreign 

relations’.77 Smuts, who put the case against imperial federation with 

crushing force, remained behind as a member of the War Cabinet, but 

not in any representative capacity. Borden rushed home to deal with 

the crisis over conscription. 

In fact, there was little agreement among the dominion lead- 

ers about the direction of constitutional change beyond the demand 

for autonomy. Nor was there much sign (apart from the presence of 

Smuts) that dominion views had more influence over the strategy of the 

war after May 1917 than before. When the Imperial War Conference 

reassembled in the summer of 1918, it was against the terrible backdrop 

of impending disaster: the crisis in Flanders; the risk that Italy and even 
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France might be forced into peace before American help could arrive; 

the desperate need, as British manpower sagged, for more men from the 

dominions; the prospect of Milner’s ‘new war’ with Germany in control 

of the Eurasian heartland. Borden, Massey and Hughes raged against 

the incompetence of the British generals on the Western Front.7* Lloyd 

George smoothly ‘deduced... the lesson that they should share with 

the British Government the responsibility for the control of military 

operations in the future’.7? New arrangements were agreed to allow 

the dominion premiers to communicate direct with their British coun- 

terpart. But the sudden change in the course of the war checked any 

further experiment. When it came to negotiating an armistice in Octo- 

ber, Lloyd George simply ignored his dominion colleagues. It took a 

fierce protest from Borden, backed by Hughes, to ensure dominion rep- 

resentation in what became the British Empire delegation to the peace 

conference.*° 
Why did opinion in the dominions tolerate so unequal a part- 

nership in a war that cost them so dear? Much of the answer lies in the 

complex emotions of Britannic nationalism. In Canada, the tidal wave 

of pre-war migration made the sentimental bond with Britain especially 

close. ‘I am afraid of the element known as the British-born’, confided 

the Liberal ex-premier Wilfrid Laurier, who saw the magnetic pull of 

imperial loyalism as the biggest threat to Canadian stability before the 

war.®" Indeed, some 70 per cent of the first contingent of the Canadian 

Expeditionary Force were British-born, and, even in 1918, they made 

up around half of its manpower.** But the eager response of recent 

immigrants was only part of the explanation for Canada’s commitment 

to the war. The Conservative premier, Robert Borden, had long been 

convinced that Armageddon was coming, that Canada should play its 

part at Britain’s side, and that sharing the burden would clinch her 

case for an ‘imperial nationhood’ alongside the mother country.*3 In 

much of English-speaking Canada, support for the war and the man- 

power sacrifice it demanded became the test of Canadian status as a 

‘British nation’ rather than a colonial dependency. ‘Canada should do 

her whole duty’, declared Clifford Sifton who had led the Liberal revolt 

against the reciprocity bill in 1911.54 Volunteer recruitment became 

an affirmation of British identity and Protestant conscience, especially 

in Quebec among the ‘Anglo-Protestant’ elite*5 and on the prairies 

where Europeans and Americans, rather than settlers of British birth 

or origins, made up much of the population. It was heavily promoted 
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by Protestant clergymen and the Orange Lodges.®* It was no coinci- 

dence that the heightened emotion of wartime soon found expression 

in the attack on bilingualism in Ontario and Manitoba where there 

were French-medium schools. Abolishing bilingual schools was neces- 

sary if Manitoba was not to be a ‘middle-Europe... filled with warring 

races’, claimed John Dafoe, editor of the Manitoba Free Press, the most 

influential Liberal paper in the West.°7 
English-speaking Canadians had watched with increasing 

resentment the apparent indifference of French Canadians to the call 

of national duty. Proportionately, 150,000 French Canadians should 

have joined up, not the 15,000 who had done so, said Dafoe, adding 

for good measure that they were ‘the only known race of white men to 

quit’.8® Dafoe’s savagery was a measure of the chasm between French 
and English attitudes by the middle of the war. Even Oscar Skelton, an 

admirer (and later biographer) of Laurier, was critical of the ‘provin- 

cialism’ of the French Canadian outlook.*®? In Quebec, the reaction was 

incomprehension and growing bitterness. Henri Bourassa, the tribune 

of French Canadian opinion, dismissed the conflict as one between 

‘Anglo-Saxon mercantilism and love of gold’ and ‘German autocracy 

and militarism’. They were as bad as each other. 

affair of ‘agglomerations’, not ‘small nations’.?' Bourassa had been 

9° The war was an 

violently opposed to sending a Canadian contingent to the Boer War. 

In r910, he had denounced Laurier’s naval scheme as a step towards the 

conscription of French Canadians in Britain’s imperial wars and had 

helped to drive him from office on a tide of French Canadian suspicion. 

For Laurier, the course of the war threatened deep and lasting damage 

to his hopes of political recovery, based as they were upon a recon- 

ciliation between provincial nationalism in Quebec and the Liberals 

of English Canada. The closer Borden came to his object of partici- 

pating in the planning of imperial defence, he feared, the more deeply 

Canada would be committed to ‘all the wars of the Empire’?* — and 

the more dangerously French Canadians would be alienated from the 

rest of Canada. But there was no mistaking the enthusiasm of English 

Canadian Liberals for Canada’s part in the war. 

These deep divisions reached a crisis in 1917. With the terri- 

ble losses on the Western Front, voluntary enlistments were no longer 

enough to fill and refill the ranks of the Canadian Expeditionary Force. 

The fairness and efficiency of ‘voluntary’ recruitment aroused misgiv- 

ing. Even Bourassa conceded that conscription might be better than 
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‘enlistment by intimidation, threat and blackmail’.?> On his return 

from the Imperial War Conference in May 1917, Borden opened the 

campaign for compulsion. He pressed Laurier to join a coalition gov- 

ernment to carry it through. Laurier refused, and argued instead for a 

referendum, mindful, no doubt, that in Australia (as we shall see) con- 

scription had failed this test of opinion. But in English Canada his Lib- 

eral colleagues abandoned him for a ‘Unionist’ coalition formed under 

Borden’s leadership in October 1917. For them, conscription became 

the test of Britannic nationhood. The fate of conscription, said Sifton, 

would show whether or not Canada was ‘[just] a helpless aggregation of 

sectional communities held together by time-serving interests’.°* When 

the election came, however, the Unionist government took no chances. 

The year before, Arthur Meighen, Borden’s fixer, had argued that ‘to 

shift the franchise from the doubtful British and anti-British of the male 

sex and to extend it... to our patriotic women would be...a splendid 

stroke’.?5 In the Military Voters Act and the Wartime Elections Act, 

he had his way. Naturalised aliens (i.e. not of British birth) resident 

for less than fifteen years lost the vote. Every soldier, of whatever age 

or pre-war residence, gained it, as did nurses and the wives, widows, 

mothers and sisters of soldiers. With the help of the ‘gag’, whose effects 

were felt mainly in the prairie provinces, the election was a triumph for 

the Unionist coalition which took 153 seats against the 82 held by the 

Laurier Liberals, all but 20 in Quebec. The Conscription Act followed 

in 1918. 

The passing of conscription was the highwater mark of Britan- 

nic nationalism in Canada. It marked the readiness of English Canadi- 

ans to identify their contribution to the imperial war effort as the acid 

test of nationhood at whatever cost in racial friction. For the result 

was to divide Canadian politics along racial lines. ‘The government 

have won’, said Laurier, ‘but the peace of the country is certainly in 

danger.’?° Quebec no longer held the balance of political power, one of 

Borden’s supporters told him, but the result might be to make ‘an irrec- 

oncilable Ireland in this country’.?7 It would take a generation to repair 

‘what the fanatics have destroyed in a few months’, groaned Skelton.9° 

Once the war was over, however, the momentum behind Borden’s 

grand alliance was quickly lost. Economic difficulties and sectional dif- 

ferences between the prairies and the East fractured the wartime unity of 

Britannic sentiment. The coalition fell apart and, by 1921, the Liberals, 

under Mackenzie King, had returned to power. And, in the meantime, 
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Borden’s pre-war dream of a seat at the table when foreign policy was 
made for the Empire had dissolved in the cold clear air of the aftermath. 

In Australia, recent British immigration was also a factor in 

the readiness with which public opinion responded to the outbreak of a 

faraway war. The flow of British migrants had picked up strongly in the 

last years before 1914, though not on the same scale as in Canada.99 

To a much greater extent than in Canada, the British-born minority 

were prominent in political life: both wartime premiers had been born 

in Britain.'°° But the eagerness with which Australians greeted the call 

of imperial duty was not just a result of nostalgia. Long before the 

war, anxiety about the ‘Yellow Peril’ of Asian migration and the ris- 

ing power of Japan had made defence an important issue in Australian 

politics and bred two different but complementary reactions. The sense 

of remoteness from Britain placed a premium on self-help. The defence 

Act of 1903 authorised conscription for home defence, and from 1911 

military training was compulsory for young men. Australian govern- 

ments pressed hard for control over their own ‘fleet unit’ contribution 

to the Royal Navy. But they were just as anxious for a louder voice in 

British policy since the imperial umbrella rather than local defence was 

the real guarantee of White Australia’s survival in an empty continent. 

That may have been why a secret promise was made in 1911 to send an 

expeditionary force to Britain’s aid in time of war, and why the Aus- 

tralian government was determined that any troops it sent should fight 

together and not be split up amongst British units.'°’ Their influence in 

London, so the Australian leaders believed, depended not just on what 

they contributed to empire defence, but also on what they were seen to 

contribute. 

Official enthusiasm helped to ensure the rapid formation of 

an all-volunteer Australian Imperial Force (AIF), and the enlistment 

of over 50,000 men by the end of 1914. At the local level, recruit- 

ing was promoted through the existing system for military training, 

and by the ‘patriotic leagues’ who arranged the enlistment meetings 

where men ‘joined up’ in an emotional atmosphere of patriotic sac- 

rifice. As in Canada, Protestant clergymen were vociferous recruiters. 

‘We are British first and Australians second’, said the Anglican min- 

ister in one country district in Victoria.'°* A sense of adventure and 

fear of unemployment at the beginning of the war (when trade was 

disrupted) were reinforced by a happy naivety about life at the front. 

Nevertheless, once Australian troops were committed at Gallipoli, and 
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the scale of the war became gradually clearer, the federal government 

hastened to boost the volunteer impulse. ‘Eligible’ men from eighteen to 

forty-five had to fill in a card to say whether they were willing to enlist, 

and, if not, why. Recruitment was reorganised to give a larger role to 

‘recruiting sergeants’ and intensify the moral pressure to volunteer. 

It was not enough. Once much of the AIF had been transferred to the 

Western Front after the evacuation of Gallipoli, and its losses began to 

mount (six times as many Australians were eventually killed there as at 

Gallipoli), the struggle to refill its ranks began to haunt the Australian 

ministers. If the AIF was not just to waste away, and with it Australia’s 

reputation and influence in London, something had to be done. That 

something was compulsion. 

The most ardent champion of this view was William Morris 

Hughes, who had become premier in 1915. Hughes exemplified the 

‘White Australia’ outlook of the Labour party, and its Asian paranoia. 

He had been a strong supporter of military service before the war. 

He mistrusted British ministers, but had no doubt that the fate of the 

four million Australians turned on their claim to British support as 

partners in the imperial enterprise. He spent much of 1916 in London 

partly to negotiate terms for the Australian wool-clip, partly to publi- 

cise Australia’s contribution to the war. On his return, he threw himself 

into a furious campaign for conscription, since compulsory service in 

Australia applied only to home defence. To dramatise his appeal and 

maximise cross-party support, Hughes chose to test opinion through a 

referendum, not a general election. The wide public support for recruit- 

ment (even among those who opposed conscription) suggested that 

he would win an overwhelming victory. But, at the referendum of 28 

October 1916, he lost by over 90,000 votes.'°4 When he tried again in 

December 1917, in what seemed even more desperate circumstances, 

the margin was even bigger.'®5 

Conscription proved bitterly divisive in wartime Australia, and 

the divisions long outlasted the war. In country districts: especially, 

they separated friends and even families. Opponents of conscription 

bore the taint of disloyalty. In the eyes of Protestant and middle-class 

opinion, the ‘shirkers’ who resisted compulsion were identified with 

the Catholic and Irish communities and with organised labour. The 

ruling Labour party split over the issue. Hughes led his followers into 

a new coalition and formed the Nationalist party in 1917. The rest 

of the Labour party drifted gradually to the left. By the middle of 
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1918, the New South Wales party had declared in favour of an imme- 
diate peace. At the party’s federal conference, the resolutions of the 
Imperial War Conference were rejected in favour of full Australian self- 
government, an end to all legal appeals to London, and the abolition of 
the honours system. Labour leaders also gradually withdrew from the 

recruiting effort which relied heavily on the publicity of speeches and 

meetings. 

What lay behind the double failure of conscription? How far 

did it reflect opposition to the ‘misuse’ of Australian manpower in a 

‘British’ war? How far did it spring from mistrust of British strategy 

and alarm at British methods? How far did it signal the growth of a new 

Australian identity that was determined not to be taken for granted by 

an overweening mother-country? The answer must be: not very much. 

It was true, for example, that some of the fiercest opponents of con- 

scription were both Irish and Catholic. Amongst the large Irish Catholic 

community in Australia, there was wide support for Irish Home Rule 

and (after Easter 1916) furious anger at London’s brutal treatment 

of the leaders of the Dublin rising. Hughes himself had warned that 

Home Rule was an imperial, not just a British, question. It was natural 

that many Irish Australians should resist the Britannic rhetoric with 

which Australia’s contribution to the war was justified. But the wider 

argument against conscription had little to do with the repudiation of 

Britishness or empire. In a voluntaristic society, it was an attack on 

individual rights. Some opponents complained that conscription would 

mean the permanent weakening of trade unionism, as the champion of 

working-class interests in the wage arbitration system. It would be the 

prelude to the industrial conscription of labour. Others insisted that 

Australia was doing as much as it could. In rural districts, and among 

farmers, conscription was feared as a remorseless drain on agricultural 

labour and the family farm. But the most widely vented, and proba- 

bly most influential, arguments were those that portrayed conscription 

not as an attack on Australia’s autonomy, but as a deadly threat to its 

white, Britannic identity. 

The logic was not hard to follow. It appealed to the old, half- 

submerged tradition of isolationism in Australia: resentment at the 

costly involvement in European wars at the expense of more immediate 

concerns. Germany posed no danger, claimed the rising young Labour 

politician, John Curtin: Japan was the real menace.'°° And, while send- 

ing off Australia’s manpower to Europe would make no difference 
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against Germany, it would make all the difference in resisting Japan. 

This argument was especially powerful in Queensland, the ‘invasion 

colony’ most exposed (it was believed) to attack from the north.'°? But 

defence was not the only issue. The more insidious danger was the infil- 

tration of non-white labour: the old bogey of the Labour party and the 

trade unions. ‘Vote against conscription and Colonial Coloured labour’ 

urged anti-conscriptionists in Victoria. ‘The Coloured Ocean... will 

swamp us if we do not stop the forcible deportation of our men, who 

are the white walls of Australia’, howled a Queensland pamphlet. ‘Vote 

no and keep Australia for future Australians — pure, free, unfettered 

and peopled with our own race and blood’, roared another.'°® Hughes 

was guilty of treason against White Australia, said Curtin.'°? The pro- 

conscription rhetoric of defence and democracy was neutralised by the 

claim that draining off white manpower would open the door not just 

to non-white labour but the erosion of hard-won political rights. One 

anti-conscription cartoon portrayed a dark-skinned, turbanned figure 

bringing down an axe labelled ‘yes’ on the neck of ‘democracy’s’ crouch- 

ing (white) form. ‘Goodbye democracy’ was its byline. 

The vote against conscription was thus not a repudiation of 

empire, let alone of Britishness. It was a vote against an open-ended 

commitment to the war on the Western Front. It expressed a fear that 

the deeper purpose of empire — conceived as the expansion of ‘White 

Australia’ in its South Pacific homeland — would be jeopardised by the 

reckless expenditure of its most precious resource: white men. But it was 

far from reflecting any wider disenchantment with the war. Hughes’ 

defeat in the first referendum was followed by the crushing victory of 

his Nationalist government in the general election of May 1917. The 

Labour government in Queensland, the only state ministry to oppose 

conscription (the Labour governments in South Australia and New 

South Wales had supported it), was at pains to reassure British opin- 

ion that its commitment to victory was unimpaired.'!° Other Labour 

leaders, perhaps fearful of the ‘lose-the-war’ label that Hughes tried to 

hang round their neck, insisted on their support for the war and enlist- 

ment. Nor was the ‘digger’ myth that emerged in the second half of the 

war to celebrate ANZAC heroism at Gallipoli at odds with the ‘Britan- 

nic’ tradition of White Australia as the British vanguard in the Southern 

Seas. The tough, independent-minded digger colonising the ‘bush’ fitted 

perfectly with a ‘conservative imperial nationalism’ in which Australia 
played the part of the ‘imperial farm’.1" 
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In the other Pacific dominion, contributing to the war aroused 
much less controversy. In New Zealand, there was the same eager- 
ness as in Australia to be seen at Britain’s side. During the war, over 
40 per cent of eligible males enlisted for service, the vast majority of 

them volunteers. Press, public and government united behind the vision 

of empire unity. ‘A great step forward is being made in the work of 

Imperial unification’, declared The Dominion newspaper in September 

1914.''* In the race to send an imperial contingent, boasted Sir James 

Allen, the defence minister, in April r915, ‘we are a long way ahead 

of any one of the Dominions’.''3 The quid pro quo was a voice in 

foreign policy;''4 the sine qua non, a voice in London. The joint lead- 

ers of the government coalition, Massey and Sir Joseph Ward, spent 

much of the war in London, the real centre (as James Belich observes) 

of the New Zealand war effort.‘'5 In May-June 1916, conscription 

for overseas service was enacted by an overwhelming parliamentary 

majority.'*® There was no great feeling against it, Allen reported to 

Massey in London.'’” Of course, this remarkable commitment to a far- 

off conflict was not unqualified. By the end of 1916, there was growing 

nervousness about the commercial predominance of the United States 

and Japan in the Pacific, and industrial unrest welled up in the last 

year of the war. But the fierce divisions of Australian politics were 

largely avoided. War prosperity allowed the government to conciliate 

the most powerful trade unions. New Zealand’s longer history of social 

intervention by central government may have made conscription more 

palatable. And the isolationist tradition was weaker: a reflection partly 

of demographic and strategic realities, and partly perhaps of the differ- 

ences in ethnic composition (New Zealand’s Irish Catholic community 

was smaller, less radical and less influential than Australia’s) and immi- 

grant tradition on the different shores of the Tasman Sea. 

The spectre of revolt: South Africa, India, Ireland 

South Africa 

In Canada, Australia and New Zealand, ethnic majorities of British 

descent, urged on by a London-looking press, their Protestant clergies 

and the loyalism of recent immigrants, responded to the call of the 

Empire in danger. In all three dominions, the political elite insisted that 

the survival and solidarity of the Empire was a vital national interest, 
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and that their future as ‘British nations’ (the only national future then 

imaginable) depended upon the fullest possible commitment to the 

imperial enterprise. But, in.South Africa, India and Ireland, the pol- 

itics of imperial war were very different. South Africa was a dominion 

too, but a dominion with a difference. Among whites, to whom politi- 

cal power was all but completely reserved, Dutch-speaking Afrikaners 

formed a clear majority. While the ‘English’ reacted to the outbreak of 

war with martial ardour — ‘Johannesburg is full of patriotic emotion’, 

reported the Unionist politician, Patrick Duncan''® — Afrikaner feel- 

ings were much more ambivalent. There was little sense of obligation 

to the imperial power whose conquest of the Boer republics was such 

a recent and painful memory. Among those Afrikaners in whom the 

republican faith still burned fiercely, the old adage ‘England’s danger, 

Ireland’s opportunity’ bore an obvious South African meaning. The 

prime minister, Louis Botha, faced a dilemma. He was acutely sen- 

sitive to the charge of dividing the Afrikaner volk. But he was also 

aware that refusal to contribute to the war would enrage the South 

African English and expose him to the full force of London’s displea- 

sure. ‘Racial’ conflict between Afrikaners and English was likely to arise 

whether he participated too much or too little. Shrewdly, Botha sought 

a middle course. At London’s request, he mounted a campaign to cap- 

ture German South West Africa (modern Namibia). It was an obvious 

target and one that might have been expected to appeal to Afrikaner 

feeling as much as English. But politically it was a disaster. To many 

Afrikaners, the attack on Germany’s colony was unjustified, and also 

counter-productive: it destroyed their best lever against the imperious 

British. Two of Botha’s most senior commanders, and a number of 

commandos — the militia units that embodied Boer society at the local 

level — rejected the order to serve and rose in revolt. Perhaps 11,000 

rebels took up arms against the government. From October 1914 until 

January 1915, the issue hung in the balance. ‘People in Johannesburg 

do not realise how critical the situation in the country is’, said Duncan, 

‘and how much depends on Botha’s being able to keep his people in 

hand.’''? Without Botha, ‘anything might happen’.'*° 

Botha’s personal authority among Afrikaners and the loy- 

alty he enjoyed from the majority of commandos enabled him to 

bring the revolt to an end. But bitterness and republican sympathy 

remained strong, especially in the countryside. Even in the towns, young 

Afrikaners were ‘very disaffected’. “The Empire means nothing to them 



345 / The war for Empire, 1914-1919 

or inspires them with revulsion.’'*" For the English politicians, fear of 
another revolt and dependence upon Botha to prevent it happening, 
were deeply frustrating.'?* They were furious at the terms on which 

South Africa’s contribution to the larger war was made. In August 

1915, Botha arranged for a volunteer contingent of brigade strength to 

be raised for overseas service. (In all, over 70,000 whites, overwhelm- 

ingly drawn from the English community, and 44,000 blacks served in 

Europe.'*3) But he insisted that they be paid for by London and incor- 

porated in the British army — a decision which meant that their pay at 

‘imperial’ rates was one-third of the ‘Union’ pay received by those who 

fought in South West Africa or by the (mainly Afrikaner) contingent 

that fought under Smuts in German East Africa. The Unionist party 

leaders raged privately at Botha’s refusal to bring his South African 

party into a ‘loyal’ coalition to fight the war. But they dared not attack 

him openly, despite the strong feeling among their supporters, for fear 

he would resign or drift into alliance with the covert republicans in the 

National party. 

Indeed, Botha became more not less indispensable the longer 

the war went on. Military failure in Europe and the Near East, the 

stimulus of the Dublin rising, and agrarian discontent among rural 

Afrikaners, helped to revive the republican cause in the second half of 

the war. In 1918, controversy over the Union government’s payments 

to London (to meet some of the costs of the South African contingent), 

rumours that conscription would be introduced to meet the manpower 

crisis on the Western Front and mounting labour unrest (among whites 

and blacks) as shortage and inflation took their toll, heightened the 

political tension. Nationalists talked openly of demanding ‘complete 

independence’ (code for a republic) when the war ended. In January 

1919, they agreed on a delegation to Paris to reverse the verdict of 

1902 and restore republican status to the Transvaal and Orange Free 

State. English politicians looked on fearfully. ‘The war... has opened 

up much of the old racial consciousness’, said Duncan gloomily. ‘It has 

also accentuated the sense of dependence involved in the subordination 

of our South African politics to the exigencies of a desperate war.’"*4 

But, if the Afrikaner majority united behind a republic and secession 

from the Empire, the result would be disastrous. “The English would 

fight’, and ‘it would be impossible for the British Government and the 

rest of the Empire to keep out of it.’ Something had to be done to 

appease the Afrikaner sense of racial subjection and build a real South 
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African citizenship. If the Empire cannot provide adequately for South 

Africa in these respects, it will not keep South Africa as a member.’ 

In fact, the war had starkly revealed the peculiar terms on which 

South Africa was attached to the British system. Isolationism was a 

much more powerful factor there than in any of the other dominions. 

This was partly a matter of Afrikaner resistance to imperial ‘service’: 

the same feeling could be found in Quebec. But it sprang just as much 

from the unspoken fear that a holocaust of white men in a far-off war 

would imperil the physical base of white supremacy in a sub-continent 

where it was recent, hard-won and fragile. Though blacks had almost 

no political power, the zwaartgevaar (‘black danger’) was here, as in 

much else, the real governor of South African politics. For Unionist 

politicians, the war was a great disappointment. They had failed to 

force Botha into an Anglo-Afrikaner coalition avowedly ‘loyal’ to the 

imperial connection. Instead, the war had seemed to strengthen the 

old ‘Krugerist’ republican strand of Afrikaner nationalism. The English 

were divided by the politics of class. The standard-bearers of Britannic 

sentiment in South Africa resigned themselves to the role of an imperial 

garrison, ready to block the road to secession by whatever means. But, 

before the full impact of post-war unrest and instability could be felt, 

Botha died prematurely in August 1919. 

India 

In South Africa, the political compact of 1910 had been preserved by 

carefully limiting its contribution to the war. No such option existed 

for India. South Africa was a vital strategic outpost whose gold output 

was mobilised for London’s war economy. But India was a main base, 

the second centre of British military power. Once the war spread to 

the Near and Middle East, India was expected to bear much of the 

burden: to counter the Turkish threat in the Persian Gulf (and to 

the British-controlled oilfield in Southwest Persia) and then to invade 

the Ottoman provinces of modern Iraq. In the dark days of 1918, 

when the ‘new war’ threatened imperial disaster, India was pressed 

even harder for men and resources to meet the shortfall elsewhere. All 

this was bound to be a source of heavy strain. India’s modern infrastruc- 

ture was only very partially developed. There was little reserve capacity 

for the sudden increase in the transport of persons and products. In an 

overwhelmingly agrarian economy, much of it near the margin of sub- 

sistence, there was little scope for the increase of revenue or for the vast 
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domestic borrowing through which London had financed much of its 
war expenditure at home. Above all, a government in which all execu- 
tive power was wielded by British officials faced the Himalayan task of 
winning Indian loyalty to an imperial war. If the war was to mean the 

recruitment (of volunteers), an increased burden of taxation, the eco- 

nomic hardships of inflation, shortage, bottlenecks, and the restriction 

of personal liberty, for what higher purpose were Indians being asked 
to make such sacrifice? 

Symptoms of discontent were not lacking in India. Almost from 

the beginning of the war, the government in Delhi had been alarmed 

by the threat of armed conspiracy by Sikh militants based in the United 

States and the revival of terrorism in Bengal. But the war against the 

Ottoman Empire raised a much more worrying prospect. Many edu- 

cated Muslims in India had been agitated before 1914 by the fear that 

Turkey as the largest independent Muslim state and guardian of the 

Holy Places in Mecca and Jerusalem was about to collapse. Defeat 

by Italy and the Balkan states in 1912-13 tolled the Turkish knell. 

Associations had been formed to express Muslim solidarity and send 

material help. Muslim politics in India became increasingly responsive 

to this sense of a wider Islamic identity. In May 1915, the government 

of India interned the most prominent of the younger and more radical 

Muslim politicians, the brothers Mohamed and Shaukat Ali, on the 

grounds that they had made contact with Turkish agents, were pro- 

moting pro-Turkish sympathies in their newspapers, and were active 

champions of ‘pan-Islamism’.'*5 The result was to pave the way for 

a much closer alignment between the leaders of the Muslim League 

and the Indian National Congress than had seemed possible before 

1914. By early 1916, the Viceroy was becoming anxious to pre-empt 

the call for some political reward for Indian loyalty by a constitu- 

tional initiative of his own — though one that fell far short of the ‘colo- 

nial swaraj’ (dominion-style self-government) to which Congress was 

committed.'!*° The appearance of the ‘Home Rule Leagues’ in 1916 

showed that open discontent was spreading among Hindus as well as 

Muslims. But, before New Delhi could extract a decision from its embat- 

tled masters in London, the Indian politicians pulled off a stunning 

coup. In December 1916, the Congress and the Muslim League reached 

agreement upon a set of constitutional demands whose studied moder- 

ation concealed a far-reaching challenge to British authority. Far from 

being the handiwork of ‘extremists’, it had been endorsed by the elected 
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members of the Viceroy’s legislative council — a group of unimpeachable 

respectability. 

Delhi and London+were now galvanised into activity. The 

Viceroy pressed not for the promise of a post-war declaration, but a dec- 

laration now. Without it, he warned, it would be difficult ‘to arrest the 

further defection of moderate opinion’ to the campaign for ‘immediate 

Home Rule’.!?7 In London, the Secretary of State, Austen Chamber- 

lain, was sympathetic. Like the Viceroy’s, his reforming instincts were 

cautious. But, in the summer of 1917, Chamberlain was swept away 

by the damning report of the Mesopotamia Commission which blamed 

the India Office and the government of India for mismanaging the dis- 

astrous advance on Baghdad. He was replaced by a Liberal, a protégé 

of Asquith, but now a follower of Lloyd George, Edwin Montagu. 

Montagu had known the India Office as a junior minister. As a Jew, he 

was alert to the racial arrogance of British officialdom of which edu- 

cated Indians so often complained. Most of all, he was fiercely critical 

of the bureaucratic mentality of the Civilian Raj. The government of 

India was ‘too wooden, too iron, too inelastic, too antediluvian’, he 

told the House of Commons shortly before his appointment. It had to 

become political, to argue its case, to win over opinion. With his abra- 

sive manner and radical ideas, Montagu was an unlikely appointment 

to the India Office. But the accident of war had given him a doctor’s 

mandate to shake up the lethargic Indian government and head off the 

danger of Indian unrest — at the very moment when the receding hope 

of victory in Europe made help from the empire countries all the more 

vital. In August 1917, Montagu extracted from the War Cabinet per- 

mission to announce a new departure in Indian politics. In his famous 

announcement on 20 August 1917, India was promised ‘the gradual 

development of self-governing institutions’ and ‘the progressive real- 

ization of responsible government...as an integral part of the British 

Empire’.'*® What this coded language seemed to mean was that the 

Viceroy’s opposition to ‘colonial swaraj’ had been overcome. The days 

of ‘constitutional despotism’ were numbered. India’s political future lay 

in the promotion to dominion-type self-government that the Congress 

had so long been demanding. 

The Congress—League scheme had been careful to disavow 

interference with India’s imperial burdens, the likely cause of objec- 

tions from London. External affairs, the princely states and the army 

budget were all excluded from the purview of the new elected councils 
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it called for at provincial and All-India level.'*9 But over internal affairs 
the control of elected Indians was to be very wide. Resolutions passed 
by the councils could be carried against the veto of the executive at 

the second attempt. The old adversary, the Indian Civil Service, was to 

be removed altogether from the new executive bodies in the provinces 

and in the government of India in Delhi, to be replaced by a mixture of 

appointed Indians and British from ‘home’, free (it was assumed) from 

the taint of the Civilian ethos. Montagu’s plan was to extend devolution 

at the provincial level and push India firmly down the road to federa- 

tion, the only ‘thinkable’ policy, he told Lloyd George.'3° In the autumn 

of 1917, he set out for India to persuade the Viceroy and the Civilians 

to adopt a much more drastic form of provincial self-government than 

they had intended, to reduce central control over provincial revenues 

and leave much of the provinces’ affairs to elected Indian ministers. 

These ideas were badly received. When Montagu met the Viceroy and 

the provincial governors — the barons of the Civilian Raj — in Delhi, he 

was dismayed by the governors’ hostility to real reform.'3' But, in 1918, 

the Civilian Raj was in low water. Its reputation for competence had 

been destroyed by the Mesopotamia Commission. Under this cloud, it 

had little hope of appealing over Montagu’s head to opinion at home. 

If they did not heed his advice, Montagu bluntly told the governors, ‘I 

would resign and they must get somebody else’.'3* Moreover, the need 

for a radical overhaul was voiced as much by ‘imperialists’ as by rad- 

icals in Britain. Lionel Curtis, the ‘prophet’ of the ‘Round Table’ (the 

influential pressure group for imperial federation), who was reputed to 

have the ear of Lords Milner and Curzon, as well as that of The Times 

(or so Montagu believed), had mobilised opinion in India and Britain 

behind an even more radical scheme of provincial devolution, breaking 

up the provinces into ‘provincial states’.‘53 The senior Civilians also 

knew that the demands of the war effort were bound to grow even 

more voracious, and with them the need for Indian cooperation. In the 

triangle of Indian politics, both London and local opinion were against 

them. They could not obstruct simultaneously a reforming minister and 

the grand coalition of Indian politicians. 

With his doctrine of winning over the Indian ‘moderates’, Mon- 

tagu eventually gained the grudging acquiescence of Chelmsford and his 

colleagues to what (the term was Curtis’) came to be called “dyarchy’. 

In the provinces, government business was to be divided into ‘trans- 

ferred’ and ‘reserved’ subjects: with the first category coming under 
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the control of Indian ministers ‘responsible’ to elected legislatures. At 

the centre, the old legislative council was to be enlarged and have an 

elected majority. But it would have no control over any part of the 

central government; it could not prevent the passing of the budget; 

nor would any member of the Viceroy’s government be responsible 

to it. To meet the long-standing Congress complaint, one-third of the 

Indian Civil Service would henceforth be recruited in India. For all its 

compromises, this was strong medicine for the Civilians, and even the 

civil servant charged with drafting the report could hardly conceal his 

distaste for its recommendations.'34 Montagu went home to publish 

what was to be called the ‘Montagu-Chelmsford Report’ believing that 

he had headed off the impending crisis in Indian politics that he, like 

Curtis, had feared: the inevitable result (they thought) if Indian politi- 

cians were denied some responsibility for government and driven into 

demagogy or agitation. But, if Montagu had hoped that his reward for 

reforms that went far beyond what Morley had considered only nine 

years earlier would be the grateful thanks of ‘political India’, and the 

triumph of the ‘moderates’, he was to be sorely disappointed. In reality, 

India was on the brink of a political earthquake. 

The first sign of this was the Congress’ furious rejection of 

the reform scheme. At a special session to debate the reforms, speak- 

ers queued up to denounce the leisurely timetable for Indian self- 

government, the miserly allocation of civil service posts to Indians, 

and the failure to concede any measure of responsible government at 

the Indian centre."35 The delegates still spoke the language of loyalty. 

‘We want to save the Empire’, said one, ‘we want to keep up the British 

connection... we see the far-ahead danger of an isolated India.’"3° But 

they were outraged by the government of India’s plans for new laws to 

deal with the threat of sedition (an omnibus term that covered terror- 

ism, conspiracy and political unrest) once the wartime legislation ran 

out. The Rowlatt Report (it took its name from the judge who wrote 

it) was roundly condemned. Montagu had also been uneasy at the dra- 

conian powers the report recommended. He had pressed Chelmsford 

to reform the Criminal Intelligence department, which routinely spied 

on Indian politicians. ‘It is convenient but very dangerous to govern 

by means of your police’, he lectured the Viceroy.'37 It was wrong to 

exaggerate the threat of violence by a ‘handful of deluded fanatics’.*38 

But he dared not press his opposition too far: the Rowlatt Act was 

the Viceroy’s quid pro quo for reform. Whatever its justification, this 
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was to be a staggering political blunder. For the Rowlatt Act was the 
catalyst for mass politics in India. 

It was opposition to Rowlatt that brought Gandhi to the fore- 
front of Indian nationalism. Gandhi had returned to India in 1915 
after nearly twenty years in South Africa. He brought with him a new 
political creed of personal liberation through ‘truth-force’ or satya- 
graha. Gandhi professed indifference to the mechanics of constitutional 

reform and stressed instead a spiritual struggle against the mental dom- 

ination of the British Raj. His ideal was not the unitary Indian state 

imagined by the Congress leadership but a myriad of self-sufficient vil- 

lages, purged of the superstitions, inequalities and insanitariness that 

disfigured rural life, and an India freed from the tyranny of its overbear- 

ing foreign bureaucracy. By the middle of 1918, he had demonstrated 

in an electrifying way the potential of his social and political teach- 

ing for mobilising support far beyond the educated and literate. At 

Ahmedabad and Kaira in Western India, and at Champaran in Bihar, 

he championed local grievances and inspired local disciples. Skilful use 

of the press, and meticulous organisation allowed him to keep con- 

trol over local activists, the satyagrahis; while mastery of paperwork 

and his willingness to act as an intermediary won him credibility with 

the government. He preserved a careful ambiguity over the constitu- 

tional issue, welcoming the Montagu—Chelmsford reforms but as the 

basis for transforming a ‘top-heavy and ruinously expensive’ regime.'>? 

More controversially, he gave enthusiastic backing to the recruitment 

drive for the Indian army in the summer of 1918, arguing that only if 

Indians showed their martial qualities would they win British respect. 

‘We want the same rights as an Englishman enjoys’, but Indians could 

never be treated as equals if they depended on British protection.'4° 

But the Rowlatt Act seemed a throwback to the brutal dogmas of race 

supremacy. It was a moral outrage against which the whole force of 

Indian opinion could be rallied peacefully through satyagraha and har- 

tal, the mass boycott or shutdown to show public discontent. It was 

the perfect issue with which to connect the local networks of Gandhian 

activism to the grander question of Indian freedom. 

Part of Gandhi’s motive was to throw a bridge to Muslim dis- 

content. Indeed, Muslim irritation was just as dangerous to the Civilian 

Raj as Gandhi’s experiments in local activism. Islamic consciousness 

had been growing before 1914 stimulated by the spread of newspapers, 

the diffusion of Islamic literature and more regular contact with the 
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Islamic heartland in Southwest Asia. During the war, an alliance grew 

up between the educated ‘Young Muslim’ politicians and the ulama, 

the religious elite.'4' The gaoling of the leading Young Muslim politi- 

cians showed how seriously the threat of pan-Islamic agitation was 

taken. Their continued incarceration after the war was over meant that 

Indian Muslims were especially sensitive to the repressive implications 

of the Rowlatt Act: they had felt the main weight of its wartime equiv- 

alent. This was bad enough. But, at the same moment, Muslim opinion 

was becoming more and more alarmed over the fate of the Ottoman 

Empire, defeated in war and now destined, so it seemed, to be parti- 

tioned between the victorious (Christian) powers. To Muslim leaders 

who had escaped internment, the Rowlatt Act and the subjugation of 

what remained of the free Muslim world (including its Holy Places) 

were inextricably linked. 

By early 1919, then, the old slogans of the Congress politicians 

had been taken up by an army of new activists. Into this cocktail of dis- 

content was stirred a long list of material grievances: wartime shortage 

and inflation; rising taxation; the terrible scourge of influenza that car- 

ried off millions in 1918. In March 1919, Gandhi launched the Rowlatt 

satyagraha. Hartals, demonstrations and riots followed in many North 

Indian cities, including Delhi, a centre of pan-Islamic feeling. But, in 

the Punjab towns, the violence was far worse. News of Gandhi’s arrest 

lit the fuze for widespread disorder. It reached a bloody climax at 

Amritsar. After three Europeans had been killed, troops under General 

Dyer were rushed to the city. Political meetings were forbidden, but 

enforcement was patchy. Then, on the afternoon of 13 April, nearly 

400 demonstrators were shot dead at the Jallianwala Bagh, an enclosed 

space not far from the Golden Temple. 

The ‘new politics’ had arrived with a vengeance. The result 

was not a downward spiral into violent confrontation (from which 

both sides drew back) but a profound remaking of the political world. 

The pattern was not immediately clear, but two great trends had been 

set in motion. The first was the growth of a novel form of cultural 

politics, radically distinct from the liberal programme of the pre-war 

Congress. It was rooted above all in religious identity, Muslim and 

Hindu, the appeal of which had been growing rapidly. It gave huge 

new impetus to the ‘communal’ tendency visible before the war in the 

separatist claims of the Muslim League, and ratified in the electoral 

arrangements of the Congress—League scheme. It would fuel the great 
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Non-Cooperation movement of 1920-2, but cut short Gandhi’s bold 
experiment in Hindu—Muslim unity, and give a lever to the embattled 
Civilians as they struggled to manage the new constitution. It would 
shape fundamentally the last phase of British rule. The second trend was 
its inevitable counterpart. As Indian politics became more ‘religious’, 

more populist and more introverted, the old identification of the edu- 

cated elite with the Empire and ‘British connection’ became increasingly 

strained. They were harassed by new social and religious appeals, and 

betrayed by the meanness of the Montford reforms. They had expected 

(with British help) to make a British Indian nation from above. Now 

they had to reckon with the demand for new freedoms that welled up 

from below. In 1919, how it would all end was anyone’s guess. 

Ireland 

In no part of the Empire, however, were the effects of war more drastic 

than in Ireland. Unless the British recovered the ‘courage and sure- 

ness of touch which rendered us famous as Empire builders’, Montagu 

had mused in June 1917, ‘we shall simply make a series of Irelands 

in different parts of the world’'4* — a fate he meant to avoid in India. 

What Montagu had in mind, no doubt, was the unappeasable hostil- 

ity with which a part at least of Irish nationalist opinion viewed the 

British connection; the vicious circle of forcible repression and violent 

resistance; the obstruction of Home Rule by Ulster and the Unionists. 

In fact, by the middle of 1917, much of Ireland outside Ulster was in 

the early stages of a political revolution that went far beyond anything 

seen before 1914. In the post-war election of December 1918, Sinn Fein 

swept the board with a programme of republican independence. In Jan- 

uary 1919, it declared the new republic in being and began to create a 

parallel government. As London struggled to reassert its authority, the 

spasmodic violence between the republican ‘army’ and the Royal Irish 

Constabulary turned into full-scale guerrilla war. 

What had made the Irish revolt against empire so much more 

extreme than that of Afrikaners or Indians? Of course, it was true 

that, in the last months before the outbreak of the war in 1914, the 

threat of armed Ulster resistance to Home Rule and the failure to find 

a political compromise had created a mood of violent confrontation 

between nationalists and unionists, and brought Ireland to the brink of 

civil war. But the emotions roused by the European war had brought 

an astonishing change of mood. The leaders of the Irish National party 
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had declared their commitment to the imperial war effort. The ‘Irish 

Volunteers’, formed to counter the Ulster Volunteer Force, became 

the ‘National Volunteers’, the kernel, it was hoped, of an Irish Army 

Corps on the dominion model. John Redmond, the Irish Party leader, 

accepted the wartime deferment of Home Rule. Like Australian or New 

Zealand politicians (and like his Ulster rivals), Redmond intended this 

demonstration of imperial loyalty to reap a post-war reward. For the 

time being, the road to imperial influence lay through the drill-hall 

and recruitment meeting. The Irish dominion-to-be (Redmond’s real 

objective) would be funded from London’s wartime debt of honour. 

The unsolved problem of Ulster’s exclusion was bound to make 

this a risky and uncertain strategy. Many of Redmond’s followers were 

bitterly opposed to anything that smacked of partition and deeply mis- 

trustful of the London government. Redmond’s best hope was that the 

wartime comradeship of Irish unionists and nationalists, and their com- 

mon sacrifice, would soften their pre-war antagonism and win Ulster’s 

agreement to Home Rule on a flood-tide of All-Irish patriotism. Any 

prospect of this was badly damaged by the Dublin Easter Rising in April 

1916. The Irish Republican Brotherhood, which controlled the Volun- 

teer units opposed to Redmond, had planned an armed insurrection 

in September 1915. It was delayed into 1916 for the sake of German 

help with the weapons needed for a general revolt. Even when these 

failed to arrive (they were intercepted by the Royal Navy), the conspir- 

ators under the charismatic leadership of Patrick Pearse went ahead 

with the Dublin rising. Their motives have been much debated, but a 

desperate determination to shock Irish opinion out of wartime loyalty, 

perhaps by a ‘blood sacrifice’, may have been uppermost. Whatever 

the aim, the effect was seismic. In six days of fighting, the city centre 

was wrecked and 450 people (mostly civilians) were killed. The initial 

revulsion against the reckless violence of the conspirators was disarmed 

by their subsequent fate: ninety were sentenced to death, sixteen were 

to die.43 Republicanism had found its martyrs. More immediately, 

the Dublin rising convinced the London government (which wrongly 

attributed it to the influence of Sinn Fein) that some new gesture was 

needed to isolate the ‘extremists’ in Irish politics and bolster the loyalty 

of Redmond’s followers. Home Rule returned to the political agenda 

but in circumstances no more favourable than in r9r4. 

The result was a stalemate. Lloyd George won the shadow of 

consent but only by telling the Ulster Unionists that their exclusion from 
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a Home Rule Ireland would be permanent, and the Redmondites that 
it would be temporary. When the truth was revealed, the ‘agreement’ 
fell apart. Redmond angrily rejected the offer of immediate Home Rule 
for the twenty-six counties outside Ulster, knowing that much of his 

following would reject a compromise that left many Catholic national- 

ists in a separate North. In the House of Commons in March 1917, the 

Redmondites complained bitterly of British betrayal. ‘What is it that 

stands in the way of Ireland’s taking her place as a self-governing part of 

the Empire?’, asked the leader’s brother, William Redmond.*44 Ireland 

wanted to be like Canada, Australia and New Zealand, ‘side by side 

in the common cause’. John Redmond himself offered a sombre and 

prophetic warning. The ‘revolutionary party’, almost banished before 

the war, was now reviving. His own position had been made untenable. 

In a savage peroration, Redmond blamed his political bankruptcy on 

the treachery of British leaders. ‘Any British statesman who... once 

again teaches the Irish people the lesson that any National leader who, 

taking his political life in his hands, endeavours to combine local and 

Imperial patriotism, endeavours to combine loyalty to Ireland’s rights 

with loyalty to the Empire — anyone who again teaches the lesson that 

such a man is certain to be let down and betrayed by this course, is 

guilty of treason not merely to the liberties of Ireland but to the unity, 

strength and best interests of this Empire.’'+5 Lloyd George replied 

merely that Ulster could not be forced into Home Rule. 

There was to be one last throw of the political dice. Too much 

was at stake to abandon all effort at settlement. For London, an unrec- 

onciled Ireland would embarrass Britain’s relations with the United 

States (now a ‘co-belligerent’), threaten Irish recruitment and alarm the 

Unionist majority in Parliament on which the Lloyd George ministry 

depended. For Redmond and the Irish National party it would ensure 

the oblivion that Redmond feared. The Irish Convention of 1917-18 

was a desperate attempt to find a bargain acceptable to the nationalists, 

and both the Northern and the Southern Unionists (who had most to 

lose from partition).'4° It failed, but its real failure was to have been 

irrelevant. It was boycotted by Sinn Fein, and Sinn Fein was already 

by 1917 the most powerful force in Irish politics. While Redmond pur- 

sued a constitutional will-o’-the-wisp, Sinn Fein urged mass support for 

outright separation. It crushed the Redmondites in the by-elections. In 

May 1917, it won the open endorsement of the Catholic hierarchy. But 

the real secret of its remarkable rise was the Irish fear of conscription. 
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Ireland had been carefully exempted from the Military Service 

Act of 1916. But its shadow loomed large in Irish society. As the war 

dragged on, it seemed only a matter of time before conscription crossed 

the Irish Sea. There were many reasons why Irish attitudes were so dif- 

ferent from those in mainland Britain. Even the Redmondites insisted 

that without Home Rule conscription was illegitimate. Like Afrikaners 

or French Canadians, the Catholic majority denied an obligation to 

fight for the Empire, even if many were willing to do so. Ireland had the 

highest rate of emigration in pre-war Europe:'47 even without conscrip- 

tion, the haemorrhage of young men (and women) was the cruellest fact 

in Irish life. In rural Ireland especially, conscription threatened (or was 

thought to) the survival of small farms dependent on family labour. 

Scares proliferated about the moral and physical pollution that army 

service would bring. Conscription would debauch as well as impover- 

ish, a notion not discouraged by the clergy. Politically and culturally, it 

meant anglicisation, the fraying of local loyalty and Catholic identity. 

The fear of conscription was thus the cause that turned the 

republican separatism of Sinn Fein into a popular movement, and Irish 

politics into its revolutionary phase. As the Convention floundered 

towards collapse, the slide towards open revolt gathered speed. For, 

by April 1918, the threat of conscription had become dangerously real. 

As the crisis of British manpower grew with the huge new losses on 

the Western Front, the call-up in Britain was extended to men as old 

as fifty-one. After a bitter internal row, the Lloyd George government 

shelved its application to Ireland — for the moment. The effect on Ireland 

was like a call to arms. The Volunteer brigades recruited and trained 

more actively than ever.'4® For many young men, armed resistance 

as a Volunteer seemed the only defence against compulsory service 

in the British army. Raiding and counter-raiding between Volunteers 

and police intensified. De Valera, now leader of Sinn Fein, drew up a 

national pledge against conscription that was signed by tens of thou- 

sands at the church door on 21 April 1918 and endorsed by a general 

strike two days later. Amid these signs of violent upheaval (and with 

deepening gloom on the Western Front), London turned once more to 

repression. The Sinn Fein leadership (some 150 persons) was gaoled 

and its meetings proscribed — a step widely seen as the prelude to con- 

scription. But it was now too late to break the grip of the movement 

and its military wing on the Irish countryside. For the rest of the war, an 

armed truce prevailed. When peace came, Sinn Fein’s electoral triumph 
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(outside Ulster) and the opening shots of its military struggle showed 
how far and how quickly the war had transformed the old landscape 
of Anglo-Irish relations. 

It was at first sight surprising that the revolt against empire 

had gone furthest so near the centre of the British system. The paradox 

is superficial. Though the demands of war had been felt across the 

whole imperial world, the alienation they caused had been deepest in 

Ireland. In pre-war Ireland, political expectations had been higher and 

the edge of violence closer than anywhere else — with the consequences 

seen in 1916. As in India, the imperial government could not promise 

enough to save its would-be allies from defeat by ‘extremists’. As in 

India, its agents enraged their opponents by the threat of coercion. But 

the real catalyst of Irish nationalism in its republican and separatist 

mode was fear that the imperial state was about to drive its control 

deeper than ever before into the localities — through conscription and 

its enforcement — and thus reverse the pre-war trend to devolution. It 

was in Ireland, then, that the cloven hoof of war imperialism was most 

clearly visible, and in Ireland that the reaction was most deadly. 

War and empire 

The effects of the war on the British system were disturbing but also 

contradictory. Its extraordinary conclusion in Europe — unimaginable 

in 1914 — had wrecked, for the time being at least, the old balance of 

power, which had exerted so much influence on the extra-~-European 

diplomacy of the European states. Devising a stable successor regime 

that would restrain the jealousies of the European powers within Europe 

and beyond was one of the most pressing concerns of the ‘peacemak- 

ers’ who gathered in Paris in January 1919. Secondly, the war had 

set in motion a geopolitical revolution in East Asia. The weakness of 

a Russia engulfed in civil war (the disintegration of Russian colonial 

power in Northeast Asia seemed highly likely in 1919), the (relative) 

strength of Japan, and the rise of xenophobic nationalism in China 

(that was to burst out in May 1919) threatened a general onslaught 

against Western interests on this furthest frontier of the British world. 

Thirdly, the war had destabilised the world economy and checked the 

globalising trends from which Britain had profited so much before 

1914. It loaded Britain with debts both internal and external. At 
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the same time, the sacrifice of men and wealth and the terrible uncer- 

tainties that persisted almost until the end of the conflict had strained 

the old basis of cooperation between Britain and the empire countries, 

goading into life the secessionist strand of local nationalism in Ire- 

land, India and even South Africa. By way of compensation, the war 

had crushed for the moment the great power rivalry of Germany and 

Russia, whose competitive expansion British leaders had feared most 

before 1914. As a result, the British had been able to occupy much of 

the Eurasian ‘cockpit’ in the Near and Middle East, the region where 

geopolitical uncertainty had seemed most dangerous to the imperial 

system — but at what cost, and for how long? 

This was what one of Woodrow Wilson’s advisers was to call 

‘the new world’.'4? How far British leaders could reconstruct their pre- 

war system, and adapt it to the shape of the new international order, 

and how far they could carry with them their partners, agents, allies 

and collaborators in India, the dominions and the ‘outer empire’, will 

be seen in the chapters that follow. 



u MAKING IMPERIAL PEACE, 1919-1926 

In 1918, the British won an astonishing, almost fortuitous, victory, 
snatching an imperial triumph from what seemed, as late as June, 

the jaws of continental defeat. Their greatest imperial rivals had been 

broken, one (Russia) by the other (Germany). In the Armageddon of 

empires, British credit, domestic unity and imperial cohesion had been 

tested to the limit, but had survived. Of the three principal victor pow- 

ers, the United States, France and Britain, the British seemed best placed 

to turn the making of peace to their advantage. They had made the 

largest territorial gains, in the Middle East, Africa and the Pacific and 

had most to bargain with. They had incurred heavy debts to the United 

States, but London’s influence on post-war reconstruction was bound 

to be large, since it was from London that the European victor states 

had borrowed most. With their pre-war rivals in disarray, there seemed 

little danger that British authority would be challenged by colonial 

politicians — whose leverage had been cut down by peace — or client 

states, no longer able to play off two sides in the great game of imperial 

influence. Above all, perhaps, with the gravest threat to the balance of 

power in Europe extinguished by the defeat of the Central Powers, the 

British could hope to lower their naval guard (after the strain of the 

Anglo-German arms race) and ease the pre-war tensions over imperial 

defence created by their single-minded concentration on the North Sea. 

European peace would leave them free to remake their partnerships 

with dominion, Indian and colonial politicians. Devolution — promised 

to the dominions and India in 1918 — would earn a dividend of loyalty. 

The British world-system would enter an Antonine Age of peace and 

prosperity. 

But it did not turn out like that. Inevitably, the violent disrup- 

tion of the pre-war order could not be repaired overnight. Nor was it 
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likely that a new blueprint for world politics would command ready 

assent among the victorious allies, let alone in the ranks of the defeated 

or disenfranchised. Everywhere the prospect of a post-war settlement 

that might last for decades raised the stakes of political and social strug- 

gle: between states, peoples, races, religions, clans and classes. Success — 

whether dominance, freedom or security — was vital before the new 

moulds hardened, before new rulers could climb into the saddle, before 

cynicism or despair set in among the rank and file on whose back- 

ing leaders at all levels depended. For all these reasons, the formal 

diplomacy of peacemaking was sure to be staged against the disorderly 

backdrop of political or armed struggle wherever there was the chance 

of a fait accompli, or the hope of winning the national status that the 

peacemakers seemed so willing to dispense. 

The British system was bound to be especially vulnerable to 

this post-war turbulence. Sprawled across the globe, it faced nation- 

making movements at every point: Irish, Greek, Turkish, Arab, Egyp- 

tian, Persian, Afghan, Indian, Chinese and West African. Its open soci- 

eties were easily permeable by new ideologies of class, nation, race or 

religion. Without a draconian apparatus of control (unimaginable in 

most places if only for reasons of cost), its colonial and semi-colonial 

regions could not be closed to external influence or new ideas. Its com- 

mercial prosperity depended upon an open trading economy and mul- 

tilateral flows of goods and money. The prolonged dislocation of this 

fine-spun web threatened to wreck the mutual self-interest underpin- 

ning the politics of empire, and drain the wealth that paid for its costly 

superstructure. Peacemaking in its broadest sense — settling territorial 

boundaries and sovereignty, reopening the channels of trade, adjusting 

the spheres of great power interest — would need to be early and com- 

plete. The risk otherwise was that discontent and uncertainty would 

subvert the collaborative base of British rule and erode the loyalty of its 

self-governing partners to the idea of a British system. But peacemak- 

ing was anything but swift and far from complete. It was an intricate 

puzzle requiring dozens of pieces to be fitted together. Cooperation 

in one field required agreement in another and harmony in a third. 

Territorial settlement, strategic security and economic reconstruction 

were all entangled in a maddening knot of conflicting interests. Con- 

sequently, peacemaking in Europe dragged on until the Dawes Plan 

(1924) and Locarno (1925) and ignored Russia’s place in the post-war 

order. In the Middle East, a territorial settlement was delayed until the 
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treaty of Lausanne (1923) and final agreement over the northern bor- 
der of Iraq until 1926. In East Asia, the Washington treaties of 1921- 

2 checked great power rivalries but not the determination of Chinese 

nationalists to attack the foreign privileges embodied in treaty-ports and 
concessions. 

As a result, the claims of the dominion governments, as well as 

Irish, Indian, Egyptian, Arab and (some) African nationalists for wider 

influence and greater autonomy in the British system were caught up in 

the larger instabilities of the post-war world. Mistrustful of London’s 

intentions, fearful of new British claims upon them, resentful of the 

apparent disregard for their ethnic, religious or constitutional aspira- 

tions, they had little sympathy for the mood of chronic anxiety that 

hung over the cabinets of Lloyd George and his prime ministerial suc- 

cessors. Among British ministers and their advisers, the avalanche of 

international and imperial demands bred a siege mentality that verged at 

times on paranoia. Die-hards and visionaries pondered loudly whether 

the end of empire was at hand. But, by the mid-1920s, the worst seemed 

over. The danger that internal stresses and external pressures would 

together set off a general crisis of the British system receded. Its strate- 

gic security and financial solvency did not break down. The centre held. 

As nationalism fell back from the high tide of 1919-20, its leaders made 

their peace — for the moment — with the British world-system. 

‘New World’ geopolitics 

The first priority of British ministers in London was to secure a peace 

that would avert a future commitment to European security on the 

terrible scale of the War. The logic of Britain’s global interests, as they 

well understood, was to protect the imperial centre but not at such 

cost as to imperil the defence and development of the rest of their 

world-system. The stringent terms imposed in the treaty of Versailles 

(28 June 1919) were designed to disarm the terrifying power of German 

‘militarism’. Germany’s navy was seized (but scuttled by its crews) and 

its rebuilding forbidden; her colonies were confiscated; and her army 

capped at 100,000 — one-third the peacetime size of the combined 

British and Indian armies, one-eighth the size of France’s. But the larger 

problem remained: how to prevent the (eventual) resurgence of German 

power and enforce (in the meantime) the punitive terms of peace. 
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For an important group of British opinion, the answer lay in 

forging an Atlantic partnership with the United States.‘ There were 

many attractions. An Anglo-American alliance would rule the waves 

and the exchanges. It would be the decisive counter-weight to any 

power that aspired to dominate the European continent. It appealed 

to the vague emotion of pan-Anglo-Saxon racial unity to which politi- 

cians of all parties were susceptible. It would avert the risk of naval and 

financial rivalry, whose impact on Britain was bound to be adverse. It 

was favoured by Canadian leaders, and by Smuts, the heir-apparent in 

South African politics. It was the best guarantee against the continen- 

tal entanglements upon which all the dominions looked with anxiety 

and disfavour as a dangerous distraction from imperial purposes. It 

would draw Britain away from the ‘old diplomacy’ of secret commit- 

ments and (as the war had shown) unlimited liabilities towards open 

covenants and defined obligations: and thus stabilise her claims on 

dominion loyalty. Above all, it would make bearable the otherwise 

open-ended burdens of the League of Nations Covenant as the instru- 

ment for post-war collective security. 

But in Europe such an Anglo-American partnership proved 

impossible. On the British side, even those keenest on Atlantic amity 

would not give up the claim to naval superiority and its vital instru- 

ment, the right of blockade.’ The ‘freedom of the seas’ — on which 

Woodrow Wilson insisted — remained a bone of contention. For Wilson, 

naval parity with Britain was the only basis on which the United States 

could enter the new world order envisaged in the League of Nations 

Covenant.* But, before the naval issue could be resolved, as it was in 

part at the Washington conference in 1921-2, American membership of 

the League of Nations was bluntly rejected by the United States Senate. 

This reaction against further involvement in the rancorous quarrels of 

the Old World had a second vital consequence. It aborted the three- 

way security pact through which Britain and the United States were 

together to guarantee France against unprovoked attack by Germany. 

When ratification failed in Washington, the Anglo-French pact lapsed 

as well.5 

From July 1919, therefore, the British were thrown back on 

less attractive solutions to the most pressing of their strategic concerns. 

They could not wash their hands of Europe for fear that the dangers 

that had forced their intervention in 1914 would quickly recur, and 

because a European settlement was economically vital. They might 
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have been tempted to hark back to ‘Edwardian’ solutions: to rebuild 
a European ‘balance of power’ so that no state could dominate the 
continent against them. But the balance of power was now discredited 
by its failure in 1914, and by public suspicion of the ‘old diplomacy’ of 

alliance treaties and secret clauses. Instead, London was pledged to col- 

lective security and the League of Nations. In principle, this shared the 

burden of keeping the peace and enforcing the treaty system of post-war 

Europe among the great continental states. In practice, the Bolshevik 

revolution in Russia and the fragmentation of Eastern Europe threw the 

task of containing Germany and policing the treaties back upon Britain 

and France. Worse still, the communist ‘contagion’ from Russia threat- 

ened to spread through a Europe that was economically devastated and 

socially disoriented. What was needed was a Concert of Liberal Europe, 

to preside over the new era of national self-determination, to promote 

material recovery and to repel the Bolshevik menace. That meant the 

reconciliation and cooperation of Britain, France and Germany. 

This was the object, often muddled and obscure, of Lloyd 

George’s coalition government and those of his successors after his 

fall in October 1922. What made it Herculean, or worse, were the 

interlocking differences blocking a European settlement along the lines 

laid down in the peace treaties of 1919. Thus the peace treaties looked 

forward to the creation of new nation states in Poland, Czechoslo- 

vakia, Hungary and the ‘South Slav state’ (later Yugoslavia), and the 

ethnic ‘rectification’ of other pre-war boundaries. Such an ambitious 

programme depended heavily upon the cooperation of Germany. At the 

same time, the treaties prescribed reparations payments through which 

Germany would compensate France and Belgium (mainly) for the dam- 

age of the war. But, neither reparations on the scale demanded, nor the 

peaceful reconstruction of Central and Eastern Europe, were possible 

without a wider programme of economic recovery, and the provision of 

new capital to help rebuild Europe’s war-shattered finances. Here was a 

further maddening complication. New capital meant American money. 

Fresh American loans were unlikely without agreement on repaying the 

wartime advances made mainly to Britain. The British were unwilling 

to promise payment unless the huge loans they had made to their Euro- 

pean allies were part of the financial settlement. (Indeed, loud voices in 

Britain, including Keynes and a former Chancellor of the Exchequer, 

urged mutual cancellation of all war debts.) But, of their wartime allies, 

one (Russia) was a bankrupt outlaw; and the other (France) insisted 
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upon large German reparations as the condition of any reckoning. And 

so the problem came full circle. 
By the end of 1922, after three years of tortured diplomacy, 

periodic confrontation and a full-scale war between Poland and Rus- 

sia, Europe’s post-war instability approached a crisis. Anglo-French 

relations were embittered by growing differences over their approach 

to Germany (whose economic recovery was more urgent in British eyes 

than the enforcement of reparations) and by rivalry in the Near East. 

German resistance to French demands and resentment against the terri- 

torial losses imposed by the treaties were fanned by internal discontent 

and economic hardship. In January 1923, the Conservative govern- 

ment led by Bonar Law, who had emerged from retirement to break 

up the Lloyd George coalition, watched impotently as France occupied 

the Ruhr to extract German reparations. It faced the demand from the 

United States for repayment of its war loans on terms that Bonar Law 

rejected as intolerable. It fretted about the military consequences as the 

Foreign Secretary, Lord Curzon, struggled (at the Lausanne conference) 

to defend the draconian terms imposed on Turkey in the treaty of Sévres 

(1920) against an insurgent regime led by Kemal Ataturk, the treach- 

ery (as Curzon saw it) of the French and the hostility of the Russians, 

posing now as Turkey’s friend against the British ogre. ‘I have realised 

from the first’, Bonar Law had told Curzon in December 1922, ‘the 

utmost importance of trying to get the Lausanne business settled before 

we came to grips with Poincaré over reparations.’® But, as the Turkish 

conference turned sour, and the German crisis deepened, he began to 

press the case for withdrawal from Britain’s mandate in Iraq for whose 

northern third (the old vilayet of Mosul) the Turks were expected to 

wage an armed struggle.” The travails of the imperial centre were leav- 

ing their mark on imperial defence. The need for drastic economies at 

home (partly to meet the American bill), and the receding prospect of 

European peace and reconstruction seemed to be turning Britain’s main 

strategic prize in the Middle East into an untenable liability. 

1923 was a crisis year. But matters gradually improved. The 

nightmare of a Turkish, French and Russian combination against 

Britain in the Near and Middle East soon passed. In the treaty that was 

signed in July 1923, the Turks accepted the loss of their Arab provinces, 

and the demilitarisation of the Straits but regained full sovereignty 

in Anatolia and part of Thrace. Mosul was deferred for arbitration. 

Bonar Law’s Cabinet colleagues insisted upon accepting the American 
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terms over his bitter opposition and even his threat to resign (Bonar 
Law went so far as to write to The Times under the soubriquet of 
‘Colonial’ to denounce his colleagues’ views).® In doing so, they paved 

the way for American credits to flow to Europe as the severity of the 

crisis, highlighted by the Ruhr occupation, sounded the alarm across 

the Atlantic. With the Dawes Plan (1924), it at last seemed possible 

to cut the Gordian knot of debts and reparations, and begin to nor- 

malise the economic relations of the European states. In a more hopeful 

atmosphere, the idea of a Liberal Concert revived. 

For the British, the question was how large a continental com- 

mitment they would have to make to ward off the danger of a new 

European conflagration. Relations with France would not improve, 

argued Austen Chamberlain (Foreign Secretary 1924-9), unless Britain 

guaranteed her safety against Germany. Nor would the Germans ‘settle 

down’ so long as they hoped to divide the wartime allies. Sooner or later, 

a ‘new catastrophe’ would occur, into which Britain would be dragged. 

‘We cannot afford to see France crushed, to have Germany, or an even- 

tual Russo-German combination, supreme on the continent, or to allow 

any great military power to dominate the Low Countries.’? There were 

imperial arguments as well. If Britain was at loggerheads with France, 

said Maurice Hankey, who, as secretary to both the Cabinet and its 

Committee of Imperial Defence, exerted a powerful influence on minis- 

terial thinking, ‘our imperial communications [through the Channel and 

the Mediterranean] would be jeopardised’ and London in ‘extreme dan- 

ger’ from France’s powerful fleet of bombers. It was an ‘almost essen- 

tial Imperial interest’ to be on good terms with France — which meant 

a pact or guarantee.'° Imperial defence, noted a Foreign Office mem- 

orandum, was ‘closely related to a policy of European security’. The 

government should say publicly that the defence of the Empire entailed 

a guarantee of France and Belgium.'' But the arguments against were 

formidable. Opinion at home was dead against a French pact. It would 

be denounced by both Liberals and Labour. It would shackle Britain 

to the Franco-Polish alliance and to the murky state-system of Eastern 

Europe. It would be anathema to the dominions and disliked in India. It 

would mean an intolerable strain on a post-war army barely sufficient 

for its imperial role.!* In the event, Chamberlain achieved a triumph 

of limited liability. In the Locarno Pacts of October 1925, he avoided 

an outright guarantee of French security. Instead, France and Germany 

exchanged pledges to uphold their post-war borders, with Britain and 
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Italy as joint guarantors of their mutual promises. The significance of 

this implausible formula was largely symbolic. It marked Germany’s 

acceptance of the new European order (in the West), signalled by her 

joining the League of Nations, not a new continental commitment for 

Britain. By the same token, it revealed how dependent Britain’s imperial 

position had become upon a Liberal Concert in Europe — as a substitute 

for military power or a continental balance. The fragility of that concert 

was soon to be seen. 

European security was a precondition of imperial safety; but 

it was not the only one. In his Locarno conversations, Chamberlain 

bluntly told the French and German leaders that, whatever happened, 

Britain could never be a party to economic sanctions that brought her 

into conflict with the United States. ‘It is a fundamental condition of 

British policy’, he insisted, ‘I might almost say a condition of the contin- 

ued existence of the British Empire, that we should not be involved in 

a quarrel with the United States.’'3 It was true, of course, that America 

had drawn back from the role that Woodrow Wilson had imagined for 

her in the post-war world, a role that promised friction with Britain as 

well as partnership. To Isaiah Bowman, one of Wilson’s closest advis- 

ers in Paris, the failure came to seem inevitable. America’s multi-ethnic 

politics, democratic government and commercial self-sufficiency made 

a definite foreign policy impossible. ‘Whatever degree of participation 

we may finally come to have in world affairs’, he wrote, ‘it will be con- 

ditional in many respects and limited in all.’"¢ But this did not make the 

US a negligible factor, least of all for the British. They treated American 

oil companies and their Middle East claims with wary respect. They 

needed the cooperation of American bankers for the financial recon- 

struction of Europe. They were conscious that Wilsonian ideals held a 

powerful attraction for British opinion in the centre and on the left: a 

fact of some weight in the fluid politics of the 1920s. Above all, they 

were anxious not to goad American leaders into an arms race at sea. 

Britain had ended the war with a colossal navy: 70 battle- 

ships and battle-cruisers, 120 cruisers, 463 destroyers and 147 sub- 

marines. Once the German fleet was confiscated or scuttled, the Amer- 

ican navy, with some 40 battleships, 35 cruisers and 131 destroyers, 

was the second most powerful. But these flattering figures were not the 

whole story. The British fleet was far too large to be maintained in 

peacetime: the naval budget crashed from £334 million in 918-19 to 

£54 million in 1923-4. Secondly, many of its most powerful units would 
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soon need replacing by more modern versions. Thirdly, it faced a post- 
war strategic revolution as far-reaching as that of r912. For now, its 
main rivals were the American and Japanese navies: two potential ene- 
mies at opposite ends of the globe. The strategy of concentration used 
to bottle up Germany was obsolete. Worse still, American hostility to 
a continental blockade - Britain’s key weapon in another war — meant 
that British sea-power in the Atlantic could not be weakened to rein- 
force the East except in a great emergency. At the very least, the Royal 

Navy needed parity with the Americans, whose Pacific commitments 

would then serve to balance its own obligations in the eastern seas. 

In the aftermath of the war, this looked improbable. The Wilso- 

nians were committed to a big navy. Their programme for 1918 had 

added 20 ‘super-dreadnoughts’, 12 large battle-cruisers and 300 other 

ships.'5 The naval budget rocketed upwards from $37 million in 1914 

to $433 million in 1921. As these new battleships came into service, 

even a numerically smaller American navy would outgun its Atlantic 

rival. At the end of 1920, British ministers anxiously debated how to 

contain the American challenge. Lloyd George argued for the pre-war 

view that America should be discounted as a possible enemy. But other 

ministers insisted that naval supremacy could not be surrendered.'° It 

was agreed to seek negotiations, but from the Washington embassy 

came warnings of growing antagonism to Britain even amongst the 

incoming Republicans, exacerbated by friction over war debts and the 

war in Ireland.*7 This analysis proved excessively bleak. In fact, much 

American opinion regarded enmity towards Britain as unthinkable: talk 

of British aggression, said the New York Times was ‘grotesque’.'* The 

reaction against Wilsonian involvement in international politics had its 

counterpart in the revolt against ‘navalism’. A big navy would drag 

America into overseas conflicts as surely as the League. Naval limita- 

tion attracted growing support. This new mood gave the British some 

much-needed leverage. They could hope to bargain their limited pro- 

gramme of March 1921 for American concessions. More to the point, 

by giving up their twenty-year-old alliance with Japan, whose renewal 

was disliked by both the Foreign Office and the Admiralty, they could 

neutralise the strongest card of the ‘big navy’ school in Washington: 

the fear that Britain would abet Japanese expansion in the Western 

Pacific. After a fierce debate, into which both Canada and Australia 

were drawn (on different sides), and amid much unease about the fate 

of British interests in China, the alliance was abandoned. 
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The balance was swung. At the Washington conference in 

1921-2, the British and Americans settled their naval differences by 

agreeing to parity in capital ships, and a ten-year ‘holiday’ in construc- 

tion. The new rapprochement had a further consequence. Hesitation 

over giving up the alliance derived partly from British alarm at the 

semi-colonial expansion of Japan into China and especially her reluc- 

tance to give up the large Shantung concession seized from Germany."? 

Without the alliance, argued its champions, restraining Japan would 

become even harder. In fact, the show of Anglo-American unity helped 

to push Japanese policy towards economic rather than military expan- 

sion in China, in financial partnership with American business.*° The 

Japanese agreed to attend the conference which framed a post-war set- 

tlement for East Asia. They gave up Shantung and agreed to limit their 

battleship strength to 60 per cent of the British and American figure (the 

5:5:3 ratio). They also signed the Four Power treaty alongside Britain, 

France and America, guaranteeing the independence and integrity of 

China, and the Nine Power treaty, promising no expansion of existing 

foreign rights and concessions in the country. 

The ‘Washington system’ was a promise of stability in East 

Asia. But its strategic implications were only gradually clarified. To 

British naval planners, the Washington logic was straightforward. To 

conciliate Japan, the treaty had forbidden new fortifications across a 

vast area of the Western Pacific. Henceforth, if a British fleet were sent 

to East Asia, it must use Singapore as its base, not vulnerable, under- 

fortified Hong Kong. Indeed, the need for a great new naval base at 

Singapore had already been agreed by British ministers in 1921. Sec- 

ondly, the post-war navy should be built and trained for a war against 

its likeliest enemy, now Japan. Yet, as financial stringency bit deeper, 

governments in London scaled down or postponed the Singapore base 

and questioned the need for an East Asian strategy. Matters came to 

a head in 1925 when Winston Churchill, as Chancellor of the Exche- 

quer, dismissed the navy’s spending plans as ruinously expensive. They 

would infuriate taxpayers, he told Baldwin, the Conservative prime 

minister, and unite Liberals and Labour in a campaign for economy.*! 

The Japanese threat was chimerical. ‘Why’, he asked, ‘should there be a 

war with Japan? I do not believe there is the slightest chance of it in my 

lifetime.’ No Japanese government would risk a war against the united 

strength of the Anglo-Saxon sea-powers. The Cabinet agreed. Churchill 
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had his way. Navy spending was cut down and the Admiralty forbidden 

to prepare war plans against the Japanese navy. 

In the seven years that followed the end of the war, the strains 

and tensions of imperial politics had been magnified by persistent 

geopolitical uncertainty. For the British, the defeat or exhaustion of 

their international rivals had been the main guarantee that the simul- 

taneous emergencies they faced in Ireland, Egypt, China, India and the 

Middle East would not escalate into a general crisis of their global sys- 

tem. By 1925, they could be more hopeful. The settlements at Locarno 

and Washington (as Churchill had interpreted its meaning) revealed 

an emerging world order whose imperial consequences seemed reassur- 

ingly benign. International tranquillity at both ends of Eurasia dispelled 

the nightmare of war on fronts 12,000 miles apart. With Germany 

tied to the Liberal Concert (underwritten financially by American capi- 

tal), and Japan constrained by Anglo-American friendship, only Russia 

could threaten the defences of empire — though more by ideological sub- 

version than by military challenge. The gates of the British world would 

be guarded by the self-interested caution of its most likely predators: 

an agreeably cheap solution. The revolutionary excitement of 1919 had 

passed. The siren call of Wilsonian self-determination had modulated 

into the League of Nations mandate system, under the watchful eye of 

the two main colonial powers.** With little risk of external attack, the 

internal enemies of the British system could be dealt with in detail by an 

army freed from its old strategic burdens. The defence costs of empire 

could be axed to pay for its debts and fund social reform. As escape 

from the British system seemed less likely, colonial resistance would 

grow less fervent. The politics of empire could pass from the maelstrom 

of the aftermath to the calmer waters of the post-war world. 

Rebuilding commercial empire 

The necessary counterpart to international tranquillity was the revival 

of London’s commercial imperium. Churchill’s furious opposition to 

naval rearmament sprang from the fear that its costs would unhinge his 

financial strategy. Stringency, especially in defence, was necessary partly 

to pay for social spending — the price of political survival in the age of 

universal suffrage — but even more to fund the return to a gold-based 
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currency. In the City, at the Bank of England and in the Treasury, it was 

axiomatic that London’s reputation as a financial centre depended upon 

the restoration of the gold standard.*3 ‘Gold’, said Montagu Norman, 

the Governor of the Bank, ‘is the guarantee of good faith.’*4 But there 

was a catch. If sterling was once more to-be based upon a fixed value 

in gold, bullion had to be attracted to London. It would only come if 

London offered the safest haven or the highest rates. On both counts 

it was vital to reduce government spending and borrowing (hugely 

inflated by the war) to the minimum. Foreign depositors would be 

reassured by the strict management of public finance, and the interest 

rate needed to attract them would fall back gradually to a level that 

domestic industry could afford. Britain’s return to gold in October 1925 

was intended to signal the end of post-war economic turbulence, and 

London’s resumption of its pre-war status. As we shall see, however, 

its old commercial empire was not so easily revived. 

Before 1914, London’s pre-eminence had been based upon the 

vast scale of its commercial and financial transactions. A huge propor- 

tion of the world’s international business was conducted in or through 

the City. The City exerted its influence on the financial and commercial 

practice of states inside and outside the Empire to protect or enhance 

Britain’s overseas wealth — perhaps one-third of her total by 1914. 

As the centre of the world’s information network (all cables led to 

London), it was the principal engine of Britain’s ‘soft power’: transmit- 

ting news, ideas and intellectual fashion to audiences abroad. Above 

all, perhaps, its claims on overseas production (the real meaning of its 

foreign investment) and its portfolio of foreign property formed a grand 

‘war-chest’ to be drawn on in times of imperial emergency. 

This commercial empire had survived the war. Its prospects in 

peacetime were much less certain. The rupture of the pre-war commer- 

cial and financial system was prolonged by the struggle over debts and 

reparations, the violent fluctuations in currency values, the prolifera- 

tion of new states and frontiers and the revolution in Russia. To restart 

the flow of trade, from which the City drew its profits, required a mas- 

sive injection of loans and credits. But the City lacked the ready cash. 

With a large dollar debt to service, small hope of recovering its wartime 

advances (especially to Russia), and so much British saving tied up in 

government borrowing at home, capital for once was in short supply. 

To make matters worse, the end of the war cut off the flow of American 

credits just as government spending was reaching its peak. The result 
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was a wave of inflation and an outflow of gold. The gold standard was 
suspended, deterring short-term lenders from depositing their funds in 
London and further weakening the City against its great rival, New 
York. Orthodox remedies merely enfeebled the patient. Interest rates 
were raised and expenditure slashed. As dear money at home drove up 
its costs and dried up demand, British industry struggled to compete in 
foreign markets. Its failings were reflected in the balance of payments, 
the value of sterling and the credit of the City. Here was a vicious circle 

of decline from which no escape seemed easy. 

Indeed, the post-war turbulence seemed to have drastically 

worsened the structural problems of the British economy, some of 

which had been visible before the war. The heavy dependence upon 

exports of cotton textiles and coal became an increasing liability. Cot- 

ton exports fell back heavily from £125 million in 1913 to £85 million 

in 1925 and £72 million by 1929.75 Under the pressure of Japanese 

and local competition, the Indian market, Lancashire’s great stand-by, 

began its inter-war collapse. Coal was damaged by cheap competition 

and the increasing use of oil as fuel. The index of all exports by volume 

declined from 173 (1913) to 119 (1922) and recovered only to 134 

(1927).*° But imports rose from 81 (1913) to 86 (1924) to 96 (1927) 

(1939 = 100). The result was ever-growing pressure on the balance 

of payments. As imports surged and exports faltered, the strain was 

taken up (as it had been before the war) by the income from invisibles. 

Before the war, however, the merchandise gap was narrower and invis- 

ible income far more buoyant. In the five years from 1922 to 1926, 

the income from both overseas investments and other invisibles fell 

well below their equivalent pre-war values.*” Shipping, a huge source 

of pre-war earnings, was particularly hard-hit. One-fifth of the British 

merchant fleet was laid up in the 1920s.7% Competition from the United 

States, Japan and the Scandinavian countries drove down the British 

share of world trade carried from 52% in 1913 to 40% in 1936,”? 

and Britain’s share of world tonnage began its long descent from 40% 

(in 1913) to 30% (in 1930), to 26% (1939).3° The shipping giants of 

the pre-war years fell on hard times.3' British shipping was slow to 

modernise by adopting oil instead of coal, and its share of the booming 

trade in oil transport was soon only half its pre-war level. 

The full significance of these economic difficulties emerged 

only gradually after r918. For seven years after the armistice, the 

British economy seemed on a roller-coaster: boom, followed by slump, 
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followed by signs of recovery, a further setback and then cautious opti- 

mism as the Dawes Plan in 1924 promised to settle the problem of 

reparations and stabilise the European economy, to which one-third of 

British exports were normally sent. To the City, it was vital to rebuild 

the pre-war world, if need be by an active financial diplomacy. This 

was the role assumed by Montagu Norman, the Governor of the Bank 

of England, an idiosyncratic, highly strung and emotional figure of 

remarkable tenacity. Norman’s recipe was the close cooperation of the 

main central banks, with London as the intermediary between New 

York and Europe. The severity of the depression after 1920 encour- 

aged others to propose more radical solutions. The grudging nod by 

the wartime British government towards imperial preference, ‘imperial 

development’ and subsidised empire settlement was converted by post- 

war tariff reformers like Leo Amery into a full-scale programme to 

relieve unemployment and reorient the economy. Budgetary cuts and 

Treasury opposition meant that little came of this.3* But it was desper- 

ation at the prospect of deepening economic crisis at the end of 1923 

that led Baldwin, the Conservative prime minister, to declare a sudden 

conversion to protective tariffs. The occupation of the Ruhr, he told the 

House of Commons, meant that ‘the restoration of Europe had been 

postponed for years...[W]Je are...in a position of emergency that we 

have never had to meet before.’ ‘Radical and drastic measures’ were 

needed.33 Tariffs were rejected by the electorate. The 1924 Labour 

government and the second Baldwin ministry (1924-9), with the free- 

trader Churchill as Chancellor of the Exchequer, turned back to the 

orthodoxies of the gold standard as their escape from the economic 

labyrinth. 

With the return to gold, the City might have hoped that the 

worst of its post-war uncertainties were over, and that it could begin to 

profit from the revival of the world economy. In reality, the economic 

damage revealed by the recovery period proved much more lasting. The 

gold standard was meant to restore confidence in London as the finan- 

cial centre of the world economy. But the strain was felt by domestic 

industry struggling to compete abroad while an over-priced pound and 

high interest rates drove up its costs. Nor was going back on gold a 

cure for the most serious weakness of the City’s commercial empire 

after 1918: the shrinkage of its foreign investment and the shortage 

of capital with which to rebuild its pre-war holdings. Indeed, in the 

effort to keep sterling high against the dollar and prevent interest rates 



373 / Making imperial peace, 1919-1926 

at home (driven up by the enormous scale of government debt) from 
rising further, the Treasury and Bank of England had actively discour- 
aged investment overseas except to sterling countries.34 When the Brad- 
bury Committee recommended ending the embargo on foreign issues 
in 1925, it remarked that Britain could not afford to lend abroad more 
than £100 or £120 million a year, far below the pre-war figure.35 British 

investors seemed to heed this advice. Where British foreign investment 

in 1911-13 had taken some 8 per cent of national income, after 1925 

the figure was 2.5 per cent.3° By 1929, the nominal level of British 

capital abroad was the same as in 1913, but its real value had fallen 

by perhaps 40 per cent. High interest rates at home and uncompetitive 

exports reduced both the incentive and the means to invest or reinvest 

abroad. Well before the great depression, the old pattern of commercial 

empire practised since the 1870s was in retreat. 

The shortage of British capital was not the only culprit. The 

operating conditions for British commerce and capital were also chang- 

ing. In Latin America as a whole, American capital and trade com- 

peted much more heavily than before the war. The British position was 

strongest in Argentina. In 1914, Argentina had been the third largest 

destination for British capital after the United States and Canada.3” 

British investment had boomed on the back of its exceptionally dynamic 

growth as a producer of meat and grain. In the 1920s, it still seemed 

of huge importance to British wealth. ‘Argentina must be regarded as 

an essential part of the British Empire’, remarked the British ambas- 

sador in 1929.38 There were 40,000 British passport-holders in the 

country (substantially more than in the Rhodesias). It paid some £36 

million a year to Britain in dividends and interest, perhaps ro per cent 

of Britain’s foreign property income. Its credit-rating was on a par with 

Canada and Australia.3? Its British-owned railways were ‘the backbone 

of our whole position out here’,4° not least because they bought most 

of their supplies, including coal, from Britain. But Argentina’s growth 

was slowing down as the supply of new land dried up. British exports 

were declining. British-owned railways and utilities faced growing local 

resentment over rates and charges. Little British capital was forthcom- 

ing. Indeed, the Anglo-Argentine connection was becoming increasingly 

politicised, just as London began to press hard for import concessions 

to bring its visible trade into balance. It was only Argentina’s extreme 

dependence on the British market after 1929 that checked for the time 

being the more vigorous expression of economic nationalism. In China, 
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by contrast, political conditions in the 1920s were already having a 

direct impact upon British commerce. The lure of the China market (as 

opposed to its existing value) was strong, but London’s apparent reluc- 

tance to abrogate the ‘unequal treaties’ and give up the extra-territorial 

privileges of the treaty-ports made British interests the prime target 

of Chinese nationalism after 1919. From Canton, where the national- 

ist movement (or Kuomintang) was concentrated, anti-British activism 

was aimed at nearby Hong Kong. In 1925, after the ‘30 May inci- 

dent’ in Shanghai, when several Chinese were killed by the municipal 

police of the Anglo-American (but mainly British) settlement, the Can- 

ton nationalists organised a highly effective sixteen-month boycott of 

British trade along the coast and a general strike in Hong Kong itself.4" 

By the end of 1926, the damage was bad enough to push London (under 

pressure from the large British firms in China) towards the appease- 

ment of Chinese nationalism. Official policy was now to move towards 

the surrender of extra-territorial rights and the concession of tariff 

autonomy — China’s power to set import duties independently, taken 

away from Peking in 1842. British enterprise would now have to make 

the transition (welcomed by the larger firms) towards fending for them- 

selves in their dealings with customers, politicians and warlords. 

In the mid-1920s, however, economic nationalism in London’s 

commercial empire had yet to pose a major threat to its financial and 

commercial interests. The great edifice of commercial primacy inherited 

from 1914 still seemed largely intact. In some sectors, like oil, telecom- 

munications and international banking, British firms seemed well posi- 

tioned to exploit the new opportunities of the post-war world. But a 

subtle shift was taking place whose full significance only became visi- 

ble after 1930. The shortage of capital, uncompetitive industry and (in 

certain cases) outdated technology meant that overall the British were 

poorly placed to profit from the great expansion of international trade 

in the later 1920s.4* In both trade and finance they were drifting steadily 

away from the cosmopolitan traditions of the pre-war City. Much more 

of the City’s financial business was now devoted to domestic loans. 

Most of British industry was now protectionist in sympathy.43 Bank- 

ing and investment in Empire (rather than foreign) countries assumed 

an ever-growing importance. British capital now flowed predominantly 

into the development funds of Empire governments — Indian, dominion 

and colonial.44 The City’s foreign income, and ultimately its solvency, 

were becoming more and more dependent upon its ties with dominion 
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governments and especially India. Most important of all was the fact 
that not even the return to gold could reverse the great shift of financial 
power towards New York. America had become, like Britain, a great 
creditor nation. London could no longer control interest rates across 
the world as it had before 1914, nor draw in the gold it needed by 
an upward shift in its own bank rate.45 And, by the 1920s, the City’s 
prime international asset, the collateral for any future crisis, was leak- 
ing rapidly away. In 1931, of the great treasure trove of dollar securities 
built up before 1914, scarcely one-tenth remained.4® The war-chest of 

the British system was almost empty. 

West of India: the British in the Middle East 

The logic of Britain’s position after 1918 was to maintain its world- 

system but cut down its cost. Its Middle East policy seemed to throw 

this in reverse. There the British acquired a huge new commitment. The 

original impulse sprang from the need to defeat the Ottoman Empire, 

once it became Germany’s ally. It was supercharged by the panic (in 

1918) that followed Russia’s collapse and the great German offensive 

in the West. In retrospect we can see that the strategic imperative that 

drove the British into the Middle East was symptomatic of the funda- 

mental instability of their whole system. Ever since the 1870s (arguably 

since the 1840s), protecting their most valuable spheres and preserving 

the cohesion of their global empire had forced them periodically into 

new and heavy liabilities. Whatever ultimate benefits they promised, 

these new zones of imperial control increased the risk of collision with 

a rival power. They raised the costs of imperial defence. And, partly 

as a result, they threatened to upset the political balance of the British 

world-system by loading new burdens on its taxpayers and rousing new 

fears among its disparate communities. 

Before 1914, British leaders had been acutely aware of this dan- 

ger even if they had few means of mitigating it. The furious arguments 

over the occupation of Egypt that lasted at cabinet level into the mid- 

1890s sprang from the fear that in so exposed a salient Britain would 

face (sooner or later) a hostile European combination or be driven 

willy-nilly into a costly alliance. To sprawl across the globe like a gouty 

giant, warned a philosophical diplomat, courted a united onslaught by 

resentful rivals. But as it turned out, neither the occupation of Egypt nor 
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the colossal share that Britain took in the partition of Africa brought on 
the confrontation the critics had feared. European statesmen, mindful 
of the tensions of continental diplomacy, were disinclined to risk much 
for ‘light soil’ in Africa, and only France was willing to challenge the 
British over Egypt —a challenge that ended in the humiliation of Fashoda 
in 1898. The mutual self-interest of the European powers in tranquil- 

lising (contemporaries would have said ‘pacifying’) their African pos- 

sessions at the lowest cost had all but sterilised the African continent 

diplomatically by 1904, the year of the Anglo-French entente. But the 

Middle East was a different story. 

If Egypt was a salient, the Middle East was a vast arena in the 

middle of the world that would have to be held against all comers. Since 

antiquity it had been a cockpit of rival imperialisms vying for its trade 

and agrarian wealth. It lay open to invasion over land from the north 

and east, and by sea from the west and south. There were wide internal 

frontiers of desert, marsh and mountain that waged a constant war of 

attrition against settled authority in the cultivation zones. Strategically, 

it was a quadrilateral. Mastery of the region meant keeping control of 

its four great gateways: at the Straits, in North Persia, on the Isthmus 

of Suez and round the shores of the Gulf — a task that defeated almost 

every conqueror except the Ottomans at the height of their power. Cul- 

turally, it was a mosaic of overlapping but impermeable communities, 

the residue of successive waves of conquest, conversion and migration 

and a reminder of the region’s past as the commercial and intellectual 

crossroads of the Old World. In this heartland of Islam, no ruler could 

ignore the scribal elite (the ulama) who enjoyed wide popular loyalty, 

nor discount the traditions of religious militancy as fierce as any to be 

found in Europe. The guardianship of its Holy Places aroused intense 

concern among Islamic populations as far away as Senegal and Java. 

Economically, it was a region that had once been the junction of global 

trade, but had drifted into the relative poverty that intensified the isola- 

tion of its remoter hinterlands. Vulnerable and volatile, it was tempting 

to enter but hard to keep. It was small wonder that, while they had 

agonised over its strategic fate, no British government since 1800 toyed 

more than briefly with the idea of empire in the Middle East. 

It was a measure of how far they had been driven from the 

old assumptions of imperial defence that British leaders could agree by 

mid-1918 that without Middle Eastern supremacy their world-system 

would collapse. In the year that followed, British policy was inspired by 
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a grand design of which Lord Curzon was the principal architect. A for- 

mer Viceroy, Curzon was chairman of the War Cabinet’s Eastern Com- 

mittee. His knowledge of the region was unmatched (but not unchal- 

lenged) by his ministerial colleagues. He was determined to exploit the 

twist of fate that had delivered the Middle East into British hands, for 

(or so he thought) it was the region in whose turbulent politics lay 

the most important key to imperial safety. “You ask’, he lectured the 

Eastern Committee, ‘why should England do this? Why should Great 

Britain push herself out in these directions? Of course the answer is 

obvious — India.’47 Protecting India required the exclusion of any other 

great power from Southwest Asia. But it did not mean the wholesale 

extension of colonial rule. Curzon’s preference was for ‘native states’: 

local autonomy for Arabs (and Kurds) modelled on the princely states 

in India.4* What mattered most was a proper settlement for Turkey and 

Persia. Curzon was convinced that Ottoman Turkey must be cut down 

to size, to demolish its pre-war status in the Islamic world and destroy 

forever the power it had used with such deadly effect against Britain: its 

control of the Straits. Denied their old leverage in European diplomacy 

(command of the Straits), and restricted to their Anatolian homeland, 

the Turks could do little harm. In the case of Persia, against whose dom- 

ination by Russia he had warned so vociferously before 1914, Curzon’s 

plan was to bind the shah’s government in a treaty that exchanged aid 

for influence. Teheran’s grip would be tightened on its unruly provinces 

with British help. The shah’s ministers would defer to British ‘advice’. 

The deal would be sweetened by a British loan. To insure against dis- 

ruption from the north, a military presence would be maintained in the 

Caucasus and Trans-Caspia where post-imperial states were emerging 

from the wreck of Tsarism. And, needless to say, the whole vast scope 

of Curzon’s plan assumed implicitly that the citadel of Britain’s Middle 

Eastern power, her primacy in Egypt, would be even safer and stronger 

than before the war. 

But Curzon’s grand design was flawed from the outset. It 

assumed that the French could be denied what they had been promised 

in 1916: control of ‘Syria’ — a loosely defined region extending from the 

Lebanon coast to the Persian border. Clemenceau made it plain that 

British bad faith in the Middle East would cost it dearly in Europe, 

where French cooperation in treaty-making was vital: in September 

1919, the British gave way. Curzon had assumed that the collapse of 

Tsarism would prevent, or postpone indefinitely, the revival of Russian 
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influence in the Caucasus and Central Asia. By the middle of 1920, 
the Red Army had shown that this was a pipe-dream with immediate 
repercussions on the Anglo-Persian treaty, as yet unratified.4? The easy 
monopoly of great power influence on which Curzon had counted thus 
rapidly dissolved. Even in the spheres under British control, his native 
state formula ran into the ground. There was no question of reversing 
the Balfour Declaration (its author was a senior member of the Lloyd 

George government) with its promise of a Jewish ‘home’. That meant 

that in ‘Palestine’ - another ill-defined zone — Arab autonomy would 

have to be curtailed to protect the experiment in Jewish colonisation. 

Meanwhile, in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), military occupation by an 

Anglo-Indian army was mutating into a form of government loosely 

modelled on an Indian province (not a native state), in which a cadre 

of British officials began to rule local communities much as they might 

have done in the Punjab. Indirect command of the Eurasian crossroads, 

cheap, flexible, cooperative, began to vanish like a mirage. But, on the 

other hand, there was no question of building a Middle East Raj in the 

way that the British had made an Indian empire: with its own army, 

administration, ideology and political tradition. Quite apart from the 

promise of accountability to an incipient League of Nations — under 

the mandate system — any such evolution was completely blocked by 

the harsh realities of financial control. In the Middle East, the main 

cost of such Raj-making would have fallen not on the locals as had 

happened in India, but on London and the taxpayers at home. But, 

there, the demand for demobilisation and retrenchment grew stronger 

every week. 

In these conditions, local resistance to foreign rule spread 

rapidly across the region. In the Arab lands it was centred on Damascus, 

where a pre-war movement had sprung up among the notables against 

the growing assertiveness of the Turkish authorities.°° Here, the nota- 

bles looked forward to an independent ‘Greater Syria’, uniting much 

of the Fertile Crescent (including Palestine) in an Arab state of which 

the Hashemite prince Feisal would be the nominal head.>' French over- 

rule and a ‘Jewish commonwealth’ in Palestine were fiercely rejected. 

As the hope of freedom receded, and the French mandate grew more 

certain, the Syrian leaders issued a despairing proclamation of Arab 

independence in Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Iraq. Four months later, 

the French army scattered a Syrian militia and occupied Damascus. 

In Palestine, where late Ottoman rule had strengthened the position 
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of the Arab notables in Jerusalem and extended their influence on the 

countryside,>* the prospect of colonial-style rule and sharing power 

with a Jewish settlement was even less welcome. A ‘Palestine Arab 

Congress’ voted in favour of joining Syria in 1919, there were rumours 

of armed resistance and in the spring of 1920 protests against the 

Balfour Declaration spilled over into violence against Jews. Worst of all 

(from the British point of view) was Iraq. By mid-1920, the occupation 

regime was surrounded by enemies. In the Kurdish north, its authority 

was fragile. In Baghdad, the Sunni notables, encouraged from Damas- 

cus, plotted against rulers who excluded them from power even more 

than the Ottomans.>3 In the tribal zones of the centre and south, where 

much of the war had been fought, the British were resented as the gath- 

erers of tax and the breakers of custom. In July, the revolt broke out 

in earnest. At the end of the month, Arnold Wilson, the Civil Commis- 

sioner, told London that ‘our military weakness is so extreme’ that the 

Euphrates valley might have to be abandoned. ‘An Arab state... may 

yet come to pass but it will be by revolution not by evolution.’5+ The 

British garrison of 35,000 (its bayonet strength) was pinned down, 

unable to move beyond the railheads except in a force too small to 

be safe.55 As their losses rose and costs soared, ministers in London 

began a furious debate on whether to pull back to Basra in the south 

or withdraw from the country altogether. 

For the British, 1920 was a year of crises. With an army that 

had shrunk dramatically to its pre-war size of around 200,000 men, 

they faced a whole clutch of emergencies: in India, where Gandhi’s 

non-cooperation movement was in full swing; in Ireland, against the 

IRA; and at home, where the sudden end of the post-war boom brought 

a wave of industrial unrest. Nor were their troubles in the Middle East 

confined to the Arabs. With its garrisons, camps and aerodromes, and 

the Canal, Egypt was the castle-keep of British power, the ‘Clapham 

Junction’ (as the cliché had it) of imperial communications, more impor- 

tant than ever with the post-war rise of Japanese sea-power. But, in 

March 1919, it too had burst out in revolt. The spark was lit by 

the refusal of the British to allow a delegation of Egyptian politicians 

(organised into the Wafd or ‘delegation’ party) to appeal for indepen- 

dence at the peace conference in Paris and by the arrest of the Wafd 

leader, Sa’ad Zaghlul. The revolt of the notables had been triggered by 

fear that the British were planning a constitutional ‘reform’ in which 

local influence would be cut down in favour of foreign interests, and 
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was almost certainly encouraged by the Egyptian ruler, the Sultan.5° 
Much more alarming was the revolt of the fellahin, embittered by the 
burdens and depredations of a war economy, and the violent unrest 

in the towns, where the Wafd made common cause with students and 

organised labour. In the spring of 1919, the British briefly faced an 

insurrection that cut off their communications (sixty-seven rail stations 

were destroyed, lines blocked, telegraph wires cut), made travel per- 

ilous and brought to mind hideous images of the Indian Mutiny. But, 

even when the rural dust had settled, they found themselves baffled 

by a political boycott. No Egyptian minister would (or dared) take 

office without insisting on the promise of independence. The British 

could stay on but they would face all the risks of violent confronta- 

tion (orchestrated at will by local politicians) and all the costs of an 

inflated garrison. A fruitless series of negotiations dragged on through 

1920 and 1921. As if that were not enough, the early months of 1919 

brought warning that the keystone of Curzon’s geostrategic plan — the 

careful containment of post-war Turkey — was far from secure. On 

19 May 1919, Mustapha Kemal (Ataturk) landed at Samsun on the 

Black Sea coast to rally Turkish national resistance against the Greeks 

and Armenians and their Great Power backers. In little more than a 

year, the danger of a great Turkish recovery drove London into a reluc- 

tant, and ultimately disastrous, alliance with the Greeks to destroy 

Ataturk before he could pull down the flimsy structure of its post-war 

imperium. 

The scale of resistance was impressive, and at times it induced 

something near panic among British leaders. They found themselves 

trapped between an inglorious scuttle (throwing away all the gains of 

their eastern triumph) and the escalating cost of military occupation — 

at a moment when the reduction of their post-war spending had become 

extremely urgent. By the end of 1920, their naive confidence in a cheap 

and convenient regional primacy had given way to anxiety, impatience 

and uncertainty. They were saved in part by the divisions and weak- 

nesses of the nationalisms they feared. Significantly, the toughest was 

Mustapha Kemal’s, forged in the sufferings of wartime Anatolia and 

infused with the bitterness between the Muslim ‘Turks’ and the Chris- 

tian ‘Greeks’, with whom they fought for control over Asia Minor.‘7 

In the Arab lands it was a different story. The notables in Damascus, 

Baghdad and Jerusalem had no common programme. In Baghdad and 

Jerusalem they wanted their own state, not one ruled from Damascus. 
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As provincial elites of the Ottoman Empire, they knew little of inter- 

national politics and depended upon the Hashemite princes, Feisal and 

Abdullah, as their intermediaries with the imperial powers. Socially, 

they were deeply conservative and recoiled from the risks of popular 

politics. They were hobbled by religious and ethnic divisions: there was 

little chance of the Sunni notables of Baghdad making common cause 

with the Shia rebels along the Euphrates, still less with the Kurds in 

the north. In Egypt, the same theme of division was played out in dif- 

ferent ways. There too the Wafdist leaders (drawn largely from the 

landowning class) refrained from encouraging a further round of the 

rural violence that had shocked the British in 1919. But the real check 

to a unified movement was the power of the court and the dynasty. 

The sultan (soon to be the king) was as keen as the Wafd to reduce 

the overweening power the British had assumed over Egypt. But he 

was equally keen that the beneficiaries of a British retreat should not 

be the Wafd, whose open purpose was to reduce the monarchy to 

a constitutional figurehead. His influence was mobilised to frustrate 

the unity that might have forced the British into the concessions that 

Zaghlul had demanded from them: full diplomatic freedom abroad and 

the withdrawal of the British garrison from Cairo and Alexandria to a 

cantonment near the Canal. Factional politics in Egypt between court 

and country and within the Wafd itself produced a stalemate. No group 

would or could sign a treaty with the British. But nor would the British 

give up their control of Egypt’s external relations, their role as ‘trustee’ 

of foreign interests in the country, or their political grip on Egypt’s own 

colony, the Sudan.5® 

From mid-1921 onwards, the British traced a tortuous path 

towards compromise. In Iraq, Churchill (who as Colonial Secretary had 

assumed responsibility for Britain’s two Arab mandates) found in Feisal 

a ruler-in-waiting (he had been driven out of Syria) who was acceptable 

to the Sunni notables in Baghdad, and a seemingly reliable ally against 

the threatened reflux of Turkish influence. After an ‘election’ in which 

official influence was thrown openly on his side and his main local rival 

was unceremoniously deported, he was declared the choice of the Iraqi 

people. But, when it came to the treaty by which the new Iraq govern- 

ment was to accept the mandate, Britain’s diplomatic supervision and a 

military presence (in the form of bases), Feisal proved alarmingly obdu- 

rate. It took a Kurdish revolt in the north, new signs of Shia unrest, and 

Feisal’s own temporary retirement with political appendicitis (a local 
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variant of the diplomatic cold) before the anti-treaty party in Baghdad 
was repressed and an agreement endorsing the mandate and Britain’s 
supervisory rights was eventually signed in October 1922. In Pales- 
tine, Arab resentment was partially appeased by amputating its eastern 
zone as a separate mandate of Trans-Jordan and installing Abdullah, 
Feisal’s elder brother, there as king; and by conceding, through the 
creation of the Supreme Muslim Council, that Palestine proper would 

be ruled on a communal, not a unitary, basis. The Council became 

the instrument through which the Jerusalem notables would exert their 

influence over the Arab population. In Egypt, the logjam was eventually 

broken by the British High Commissioner, Lord Allenby, the victor of 

Megiddo. Allenby scrapped the treaty that London had demanded from 

the Egyptian politicians, and declared unilaterally that Egypt was now 

‘independent’. The protectorate of 1914 was terminated. British super- 

vision would be confined henceforth to Egyptian diplomacy (it would 

have to ‘conform’ to Britain’s), the safety of foreign nationals (some 

250,000, mainly Greeks, who enjoyed extra-territorial privileges) and 

the Sudan. With the ambiguous, and perhaps disingenuous, promise 

that the Residency would no longer interfere in local politics, an uneasy 

calm descended upon Anglo-Egyptian relations. 

These compromises were necessary for regional tranquillity 

(and a reduction of Britain’s military burden), but they were not suf- 

ficient. British influence in the Middle East (if it was not to be at pro- 

hibitive cost) still turned on a settlement of the Turkish question. A 

resurgent and nationalist Turkey, in control of the Straits, bent on 

recovering its old Arab provinces, and enjoying the open support of 

Russia and the covert sympathy of France: this was the nightmare sce- 

nario that had led Curzon and Lloyd George to back the onslaught 

of the Greeks on the Kemalist forces in Anatolia. In September 1922, 

when the Greeks were routed, the nightmare seemed close to reality. 

At Chanak, on the Straits, a shooting war between British and Turks 

was only averted by the promise of a conference. When it convened 

at Lausanne, Curzon (who had survived the fall of the Lloyd George 

coalition in October after the Conservative rebellion occasioned in part 

by the costs and risks of its eastern policy) faced the Turkish demand 

for the restoration of the Straits, Istanbul and Thrace, and the return 

of the Mosul vilayet, the northern and predominantly Kurdish third of 

Iraq. Worse still, while Turkish claims were backed by Russia, Curzon 

gained little help from France. It was a critical moment. To give up 
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Mosul, warned the Colonial Office, would mean the collapse of Iraq.°? 

But, without peace with the Turks, the cost of its defence would be 

unacceptably high. To give back control over the Straits would hand 

Turkey the lever for the demolition of any Middle East settlement. Yet 

Curzon’s hand was stronger than it looked. The Turks were reluctant to 

fight their way into Gallipoli and Thrace, and nervous of embracing the 

old enemy to the north. After seven months of diplomacy, prolonged 

by the deafness, sometimes feigned, of the Turkish delegate, the treaty 

of Lausanne was signed. The Turks regained Eastern Thrace, and full 

control over Istanbul and Asia Minor. In return, they agreed that the 

Straits should be permanently open and their shores demilitarised, a 

concession that turned the Black Sea (in the bitter phrase of a Russian 

delegate) into ‘an English lake’.°° But their real concession was to agree 

to reserve the dispute over Mosul for arbitration, a vital breathing space 

for the fragile mandate. It was a turning point. 

In the end, geopolitics had been the decisive factor in the Mid- 

dle East peace. By 1921, Russian power had revived enough to make 

coercing Turkey impossible and to ruin Curzon’s hopes of imposing his 

semi-protectorate in Persia. But not enough to dissuade the two ‘strong 

men’ who came to power there from seeking an accommodation with 

Britain. Reza Pasha in Persia, like Kemal in Turkey, could exploit the 

new balance of power to restore the independence that had seemed all 

but lost in 1919. But he was not strong enough to exclude British influ- 

ence or expel British interests, whether strategic or economic (like the 

Anglo-Persian Oil Company’s concession in southwest Persia).°* Both 

Turkey and Persia became buffer states, poised uneasily between Rus- 

sian power to the north and British to the south.®* But it was enough for 

British purposes. On the British side, their Middle East policy was gov- 

erned by three powerful assumptions. First, that local leaders, Egyptian 

or Arab, were too realistic to expect a ‘real’ freedom and that, shrewdly 

managed, the ‘amour propre’ of local nationalisms would not conflict 

with their imperial interests. It is quite possible, remarked Lord Mil- 

ner hopefully, during his abortive attempt at an Egyptian settlement, 

‘that what we mean by “Protectorate” is not really incompatible with 

what they mean by “Independence”’.®3 Secondly, that British objects 

were best obtained by indirect methods and informal control. ‘These 

Eastern peoples with whom we have to ride pillion’, said Curzon with 

viceregal condescension, ‘have different seats from Europeans, and it 

does not seem to me to matter very much whether we put them on the 
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saddle in front of us or whether they cling on behind and hold us round 
the waist. The great thing is that the firm seat in the saddle should be 
ours.’°4 The alternative was a troublesome ‘entanglement’ in parochial 

concerns of no imperial value. Thirdly, that even the cut-down primacy 

they retained after the dust had settled in 1923 was of vital importance 

to their imperial system. Indeed, for all the setbacks they had suffered 

by 1922, the British had gained a real prize. The buffer zone protecting 

Suez and the Gulf was far wider and deeper than ever before. The costs 

of guarding it after 1923 were low. Its value as compensation for British 

weakness in Europe would soon enough be shown. 

What is surprising in retrospect is how little interest the British 

seemed to take (beyond the ‘official mind’) in the new treaty empire 

they had founded in the Middle East, an empire that now included 

not only the mandates in Iraq, Trans-Jordan and Palestine, the ‘veiled 

protectorate’ in Egypt, the real protectorates in the Persian Gulf, and a 

colony in Aden (still under the Bombay government) but also two new 

client states in the Nejd and Hedjaz (soon to be forcibly united as Saudi 

Arabia by Ibn Saud). Part of the reason may lie in the absence of the 

causes that endeared tropical Africa to press and public: the crusade 

against slavery and the struggle for souls. Partly it may have been due 

to the ignorance or antagonism that shaped British views of the Islamic 

world, only partially (and later) offset by the romantic imagery of 

T. E. Lawrence.°5 But, most of all, the explanation may lie in the 

hour of its acquisition, a time of introversion and exhaustion when the 

relief of burdens was the first priority of domestic politics. With no 

energy to invest and no capital to send, the British connection remained 

narrow and shallow, the preserve for the most part of diplomats and 

pashas. There was almost no sympathetic engagement with the nation- 

building aspirations of the Arab /iterati — the constructive ambivalence 

that lubricated politics in India and the colonial world — a failure with 

a long and bitter legacy. In that sense, Britain’s ‘moment in the Middle 

East’®® remained cast in the mould of its first imagining. 

The politics of Gandhi 

The vast new liability that Britain assumed in the Middle East after 1918 

was bound to affect the internal balance of the British world-system. 

It was fiercely criticised in Britain on grounds of expense. It was a 
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source of anxiety and irritation (as we will see) among Canadian leaders 

who feared its military implications. But the biggest repercussions were 

inevitably in India. After all, it was widely assumed that the main 

burden of defending the new ‘imperial’ interest in the Middle East 

would fall on India. The Indian taxpayer would foot the bill. Even 

more controversially, India would have become an accessory to the 

final liquidation of the Ottoman Empire, the humiliation of the Sultan- 

Caliph, and the imposition of Christian rule over the Muslim Arabs — a 

role that many millions of Indian Muslims might be expected to resent. 

As we have seen, nervousness about Muslim criticism of India’s war 

effort in the Middle East had already led the government of India into 

the repression against which Gandhi had mobilised so effectively in the 

Rowlatt satyagraha of 1919. 

These difficulties were compounded by the new political status 

towards which India was supposed to be moving. The August Decla- 

ration of 1917 had promised progress towards ‘responsible govern- 

ment’, the constitutional equivalent, it was widely assumed, of the 

self-government enjoyed by the dominions. The Imperial Conference 

in 1918 reinforced the impression that India would be treated in the 

meantime as an honorary dominion. India became, somewhat bizarrely, 

a non-self-governing member of the League of Nations and the Indian 

government campaigned actively (but abortively) to be given a mandate 

in East Africa as a reward for war service. These concessions implied 

that Indian views would be listened to more carefully than before the 

war in matters of foreign policy. The second complication was that both 

London and New Delhi were committed to implementing the ‘Mont- 

ford’ reforms, to win Congress support for the gradual devolution of 

British rule — but on British terms, with safeguards for British interests 

and to a British timetable. Political calm — or at least the absence of 

violent controversy — was a precondition for their successful launch, 

even more so after the Rowlatt Act and Amritsar. Thirdly, while the 

emergency of war had passed, the urgency, in London’s view, of the 

close coordination of Indian and British policy was as great as ever. 

For, if India was to play its (large) part in the new imperial burden 

in the Middle East, its army would have to be managed much more 

closely from London than in pre-war times. Its trade, revenues and cur- 

rency would also need more direct supervision if they were going to 

contribute positively to the revival of British economic power. 
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The omens were unfavourable even without the additional fric- 
tion that the Middle East threatened in Indian politics. The aftermath 
of war brought economic turbulence: a steep price rise followed by a 
slump in 1920. Resentment at the tax increases of wartime, and the 
coercive methods of recruitment practised by the Punjab government, 
were now reinforced by additional grievances. As prices fell, tenants 
and cultivators paying rent to landlords and land revenue to govern- 
ment came under heavy pressure. In many places, the light, benevolent 

hand of government now seemed more grasping and, where it upheld 

the claims of landlords, less just. In the towns, the see-saw of prices 

created labour unrest, symptomatic, the British thought, of socialist or 

communist infiltration. From all these came the risk of widespread dis- 

turbance. But what made them really dangerous was the chance that 

they would fuse with two more political movements whose object was 

mass mobilisation round a single issue. 

The first of these was the ‘culturalist’ revolt that Gandhi had 

been organising since his return to India in 1915. At the heart of 

Gandhi’s message (spelt out in his 1909 manifesto, Hind Swaraj, or 

Indian self-rule) was the call for isolation from the West and cultural 

renewal from within. This was not unique to India (a similar pro- 

gramme was advanced by social critics in contemporary Japan) but 

Gandhi’s appeal was exceptionally wide and his powers of persuasion 

extraordinary. From his newspapers Navajivan (in Gujerati) and Young 

India (in English) poured a stream of political direction, tactical advice 

and moral instruction. It was aimed at the disparate constituencies he 

was intent on forging into a grand coalition. Among the most important 

of these were the cultural activists for whom the propagation of India’s 

vernacular languages (as print and literature) was the vital medium of 

social improvement; social reformers who wanted to restore traditional 

morality and social cohesion (for example, through restraint of liquor- 

selling); religious reformers anxious to purify and invigorate Hinduism 

by an attack on superstition and greater emphasis on its spiritual con- 

tent; and other groups for whom the status of women, or the treatment 

of untouchables was the most pressing concern. To all these interests 

and many others, the institutional politics fashioned by the British and 

adopted by the Congress offered little. All of them wanted their public 

concerns forced on to the political agenda. All of them were susceptible 

to the ‘culturalist’ programme that Gandhi urged and to his claim that 
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India faced a parting of the ways between a genuine swaraj and the 

empty promise of British ‘reform’. 

Gandhi’s was not the only movement that reached out beyond 

the anglo-literate elite. Even before the war, social and religious 

reformism among Muslims had been attracted by the appeal of pan- 

Islamic feeling. The Ottoman Empire, guardian of the Holy Places, was 

in danger from Christian imperialism. During the war, the Indian gov- 

ernment had been nervous enough to throw the Ali brothers in gaol 

for fear that they would canalise Indian Muslim unease and undermine 

discipline in the disproportionately Muslim Indian army. Mahomed Ali 

had been kept in gaol until late r919. But on his release he soon began 

to call for Indian Muslim support against the victor powers’ treatment 

of the Ottoman Empire. The subjection of Muslim Arabs to Christian 

rule, the Greek invasion of Anatolian Turkey, the loss of Jerusalem — 

a Muslim Holy Place as much as a Christian — showed Western (and 

especially British) contempt for Muslim opinion. But it was the threat to 

the Ottoman Sultan, the Khalifa or ‘Commander of the Faithful’, that 

became the rallying cry for local Muslim elites who were keen to pro- 

mote the cause of religious and social reform, and to assert their Islamic 

credentials. Through the ulama (scholars and scribes), and the sheikhs 

and mullahs who preached in the mosques, the downward transmis- 

sion of this single-issue campaign to restore the Khilafat was likely 

to be more rapid and intense than any comparable movement among 

Hindus. 

Gandhi grasped the urgency of uniting the Khilafat movement 

with his diffuse coalition of oppositional groups. The collapse of the 

Rowlatt satyagraha in the bloody aftermath of Amritsar had damaged 

his influence. The Congress leaders were rowing back hard from the 

confrontationist tactics of the spring. If the Muslims were left to go it 

alone, and the Congress endorsed the Montford constitution, his ‘cul- 

turalist’ programme would have failed and the reforms ‘could be used to 

deprive us of our freedom’.°7 The Congress decision in December 1919 

(meeting ironically in Amritsar) to accept the new constitution but press 

for its improvement showed the danger. Gandhi’s response was imme- 

diate. In January 1920, he appeared at the Khilafat conference to call 

for Hindu—Muslim unity and urge non-cooperation with government. 

In March, the Congress inquiry into the Punjab disturbances — drafted 

mainly by Gandhi -— was published. It was a brilliant polemic designed to 

convert the most respectable of Congress constitutionalists to the cause 



389 / Making imperial peace, 1919-1926 

U 

of the Khilafat and non-cooperation. Its main target was the Punjab 
government and the Lieutenant-Governor, Sir Michael O’Dwyer. His 

speeches were quoted to show his contemptuous attitude to Congress 

and the educated class — the ‘grasshoppers’ — reminiscent of Curzon’s 

in 1905. The Punjab government was denounced as terroristic and cor- 

rupt. The moral was clear. By failing to repudiate O’Dwyer, the Raj had 

broken the concordat in which its respect for the law and the educated 

class was exchanged for Congress moderation. To right the ‘Punjab 

wrong’, and force British rule back to legality, Congress must unite 

with the Muslims and take up the ‘Khilafat wrong’ as its own. By the 

middle of 1920, Gandhi was winning the argument. The Turkish peace 

terms showed the scale of the Muslim grievance. The Indian members 

of the government’s enquiry into the Punjab troubles (the Hunter Com- 

mission) refused to sign the report. The ‘small print’ of the Montford 

constitution showing that Civilian influence would still be entrenched 

in provincial politics was published in June.°® With few urban seats to 

contest, electoral victory would depend on the support of Muslims in 

almost every province.°? The Congress leaders risked being left behind 

by Gandhi’s appeal for Hindu—Muslim unity and rejected by their dis- 

appointed provincial supporters. So, at the special Calcutta Congress 

in September, to which Gandhi brought large numbers of Muslim del- 

egates, the Amritsar vote was reversed, and non-cooperation endorsed 

to bring ‘swaraj in one year’. 

The decision for non-cooperation, reaffirmed at the main 

Congress meeting at Nagpur at the end of the year, marked a cru- 

cial shift in the politics of the post-Mutiny Raj. Non-cooperation 

meant boycotting elections to the new provincial councils, refusing 

or returning the award of honours, rejecting government in favour of 

‘national’ schools, avoiding the courts in favour of unofficial tribunals 

and practising swadeshi, the choice of local over imported products. It 

was to be enforced by volunteers who would engage in satyagraha — 

non-violent civil disobedience. Gandhi reconstructed the Congress as a 

vehicle for his supporters and an organisation to challenge government 

at every level. Most dramatic of all was his repudiation of Congress’ 

loyalty to the ‘British connection’, and its hope of inheriting the British 

Indian state. The Raj, insisted Gandhi, was an evil empire, guilty of 

‘terrorism’’° and ‘Satanism’.7' Hindu—Muslim unity was more impor- 

tant than preserving the British connection. What India needed was a 

‘separate existence without the presence of the English’ and the right to 
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secede from the Empire. Unless Indians were acknowledged as equals, 

only complete separation would bring ‘Swaraj, equality, manliness’.7* 

Non-cooperation was a programme for self-sufficiency and isolation, a 

rejection of the imperial duties whose discharge was burdensome to all 

and loathsome to Muslims. It redefined Indian nationalism as the search 

for community rooted in local values and vernacular culture, commit- 

ted above all to Hindu—Muslim unity. It was an astonishing turn in 

Indian politics. Yet, Gandhi’s success would have been inconceivable 

without Britain’s advance into the Middle East, the furious reaction 

of India’s Muslim politicians, and the skill he displayed in harnessing 

Congress and its ‘constitutional’ grievances to the Muslim cause and 

his own. 

The campaign got under way in earnest in 1921. At the local 

level, it was often a struggle of wills between the Congress district com- 

mittees and their volunteers and the British district officer, backed up 

by the police and local notables who were reluctant to alienate the offi- 

cial machine. The Viceroy’s government thought that non-cooperation 

would fizzle out, and urged its officials not to make ‘prison martyrs’ 

of its leaders. But, by July 1921, the confrontation was becoming 

increasingly sharp. The Khilafat leadership veered towards more vio- 

lent tactics. In September, the Ali brothers were arrested for sedition. 

In November, the visit by the Prince of Wales led to widespread riot- 

ing in Bombay in which several Europeans were killed. As the fear 

grew of more general violence, the Viceroy, Lord Reading, came under 

heavy pressure from London to arrest Gandhi and the Congress ‘high 

command’. Then at the end of January 1922, at Bardoli in Bombay, 

the Congress leadership called for mass civil disobedience, including 

non-payment of taxes. Non-cooperation had reached its climax. 

At first sight, Gandhi’s decision seems strange, and it turned 

out to be reckless. There were already signs that the anger of Muslims 

and peasants was being turned not only on government but against 

other Indians, Hindus and landlords. The Congress politicians, always 

doubtful of Gandhi’s tactics, looked on with misgiving. But there were 

also signs that the government might give way. Lord Reading had been 

looking for a way out. He was pressing for a change of heart towards 

Turkey. He had offered a round table conference. His masters in 

London had come to terms with Sinn Fein (in December 1921) and were 

about to concede the ‘independence’ of Egypt. One more push might 

break the British will, before the Hindu—Muslim alliance fell apart and 
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non-cooperation collapsed. But Gandhi miscalculated. When Reading 
tried publicly to force London into concessions to Turkey (mainly to 
show the Indian government’s sympathy for Muslim feelings), Mon- 
tagu (who had published his telegram) was sacked. Then, at Chauri 
Chaura in the United Provinces, twenty-two policemen were killed by a 
mob. Gandhi called off mass civil disobedience. Soon afterwards he was 
gaoled. Within weeks, non-cooperation began to subside. By 1923, the 

return to constitutional politics had become irresistible. Had Gandhian 

politics been merely an episode? 

The British certainly hoped so. The scale of non-cooperation 

had been a profound shock to the Civilians of the Indian Civil Service. 

They now had to work out new tactics for a constitution in which 

Indian ministers would control part of every provincial government, 

and elected politicians or ‘MLCs’ (Members of the Legislative Coun- 

cils) would become much more important as intermediaries between 

provincial governments and the localities. The old ‘Anglo-India’ was 

dead, but the goal of the new polity seemed uncertain, even to the most 

senior Civilians. “Today I walked with Hailey for an hour and a half 

before dinner’, wrote Sir Frederick Whyte, who presided over the Cen- 

tral Legislative Assembly. ‘We tried to answer the question “Where are 

we going?”.’73 In fact, Hailey, who was soon to be governor of the 

Punjab, became the arch-exponent of the new Civilian policy. It was 

based on the assumption that there were two Indias: Congress India 

in the towns and districts, where Congress influence was strong, and 

Traditional India, where it was not. The object of Civilian policy was 

to contain the one and mobilise the other. At the provincial level, that 

meant careful attention to the franchise and the distribution of seats, 

and the deft encouragement of politicians and parties that would ‘play 

the game’ of constitutional politics rather than resorting to boycott 

or agitation. If shrewdly done, it meant that, even when the Congress 

returned to the electoral fray, its ‘assault on the Legislative Council can 

be awaited with interest and without alarm’.74 At the district level, it 

meant the vigorous use of patronage, influence and reward (like the 

grant of pensions, honours, or gun licences) to counter the influence of 

Congress politicians and build up a ‘loyal’ party of “Government men’.7> 

It also meant guarding the princely states against pressure or criticism 

from Congress. India might be pledged to eventual self-government, 

but there was no reason to think that it had to be self-government in 

the Congress (let alone the Gandhi) style. 



392 / ‘The great liner is sinking’ 

At the same time, the Civilians were determined (as so often in 

the past) to win more freedom from their masters in London. They had 

gained a major victory with the grant of ‘fiscal autonomy’ in r91T9: a 

historic concession in which the old prohibition on Indian tariffs and 

import duties was lifted, in recognition of the urgent need to raise more 

revenue. They wanted a convention that London would not interfere 

in matters of purely Indian (as opposed to imperial) interest.7° They 

wanted more latitude to deal with Indian politicians without coming 

under the kind of pressure to gaol or coerce felt by the Viceroy at the 

time of non-cooperation. London could scarcely dispense with their 

services. In its straitened financial circumstances after 1918, it had all 

the more need to keep up the old army system in India, in which one- 

third of the British army was barracked in India at Indian expense, and 

the Indian army was an imperial reserve. Against the furious protest of 

Montagu and the Indian government, tightening London’s control over 

the Indian army (the main theme of the Esher Committee in 192077 

had had to be shelved, but guarding the army budget against Indian 

politicians was a top priority after 1920. No less urgent was the need 

to control the value of the rupee and the monetary policy of the govern- 

ment of India. If the rupee fell too low, then India might default on its 

charges to Britain, and damage further the fragile balance of payments. 

All this was good reason why the Civilians were still the indispensable 

allies of the imperial interest in India, the guarantee that it would play 

its part in the British world-system. If nothing else, non-cooperation 

had shown that London still needed the ‘steel frame’ (Lloyd George’s 

term) of the Indian Civil Service (ICS). 

But had India’s ‘new politics’ made their task hopeless? In the 

mid-1920s, the signs were ambiguous. Congress formally abandoned 

non-cooperation in 1924, in belated recognition that many of its mem- 

bers had already given up the boycott of the councils. By 1924 also, the 

Khilafat movement was dead: the office of khalifa had been abolished 

by the Turks themselves. The residue of non-cooperation seemed to be 

the rising antagonism of Hindus and Muslims and the deepening appeal 

of both Hindu and Muslim revivalism. The All-India nationalism that 

Gandhi had urged was less in evidence than the ‘sub-nationalisms’ of 

region, language, community (like the untouchables) and religion. For 

the Congress politicians, like Motilal Nehru and Chittaranjan Das, the 

uncrowned king of Bengal, who had followed Gandhi into agitational 

politics, the dilemma was obvious. Neither Gandhian populism nor the 



393 / Making imperial peace, 1919-1926 

g 

provincialism that the Civilians were eagerly promoting had much in 
common with the British Indian state they still wanted to make: both 

threatened in different ways to abort its birth. They hankered for an 

Indian dominion (inside the Empire), and an Indian ICS, to build the 

nation from above. Their instrument was the Swarajya party, formed 

in December 1922. But, if they were to extract new concessions from 

the Civilians, and force the pace towards full dominion status, they 

needed the resources that Gandhi had made: the mobilising potential of 

his new-style Congress; the inclusive ideology that drew a vast range of 

communities and classes to the Congress banner and out of the web 

of Civilian influence. It was vital to capture the Congress machine for 

constitutional politics’® and to keep at bay the rising tide of Hindu 

communalism, whose leader Malaviya urged ‘responsive cooperation’ 

to defend Hindu interests.7? The real enemy, insisted Das, was still ‘the 

bureaucracy’ — the ICS.8° By 1926, however, the Swarajists seemed 

on the ropes as their provincial support was eroded by the communal 

appeal of ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ parties.°! Squeezed between the Civil- 

ians and provincial communalism, their main hope lay now in alliance 

with Gandhi. After all, what non-cooperation had shown was that, 

with skilful leadership, Gandhian mass politics could turn the tables on 

government and push it towards the concessions that it had seemed in 

1921 to be on the verge of making. What was far less certain in 1926 

was when the chance to do so would come again. 

Imperial nations? 

The importance of the white dominions to British world power had been 

dramatically vindicated in the First World War. Their manpower and 

resources had made a crucial contribution to imperial victory. They had 

strengthened Britain’s claim to be the leader of free states against autoc- 

racy and militarism. They had been a vital prop — perhaps the strongest 

proof — for the idea that empire was a central element of British life. 

The existence of self-governing ‘British’ states on three continents out- 

side Europe gave substance to the notion — implicit in British attitudes 

after c.1880 — that the British were a ‘world people’ uniquely adapted 

to the task of creating new nations in temperate climes. But the place 

of the dominions in the British system after 1918 was as problematic 

as India’s — and for similar reasons. There was the unfinished business 
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of 1917, when the new conception of dominion statehood and equality 

with Britain had been mooted. There was the legacy of the war and the 

impact of its disturbing aftermath. In all four overseas dominions, the 

instability of trade, war debts and the downward pressure on wartime 

wages and prices created social unrest, political division and (in two) 

the danger of ethnic strife. Most worrying of all was the geopolitical 

turbulence that lasted into the mid-1920s, bringing with it the threat 

of unwanted commitments, unlimited liabilities and new insecurities, 

perhaps even of war. The question of mandates (1919), the renewal or 

not of the Anglo-Japanese alliance (1921), a possible war over Chanak 

(1922), the new British commitments in Europe foreshadowed in the 

Ruhr crisis of 1923 and the Locarno pact of 1925, and the military 

obligations to the League of Nations set out in the Geneva protocol of 

1924, raised in the starkest form the meaning of dominion autonomy 

and imperial unity. Then there was the question of Ireland. 

The result was a political argument in two dominions (muted 

in Canada, fierce in South Africa) over the form and substance of the 

‘British connection’ and an armed struggle in Ireland which turned into 

civil war after the treaty of December 1921 conceded ‘Canadian’ status 

to the twenty-six counties of the new ‘Irish Free State’. In Australia and 

New Zealand, as we will see, there was ample scope for friction with 

Britain, but much less interest in constitutional change or formulaic 

autonomy. Indeed, since each of the dominions had its own interests, 

political traditions and ethnic composition, it seemed highly unlikely 

that a common formula could evoke its particular place in the British 

system. This was the fundamental question at issue between 1918 and 

1926. Would the five dominions (including Ireland after 1921)** divide 

between the three that still regarded themselves as ‘British nations’ (a 

less than unanimous view in Canada), and the two where republicanism 

was a powerful, perhaps dominant force? Would the idea of a common 

dominion status dissolve into a set of bilateral ties between Britain 

and the several self-governing states, some acknowledging the bonds of 

kinship, others only the terms of a treaty? Or could all the dominions 

agree upon a form of words that recognised their ties to each other, to 

the imperial association and to the British Crown? This was not merely 

a question of constitutional pedantry. To a wide circle of informed 

opinion in all the overseas dominions, some statement of common 

concerns was crucial. This was not to bend the knee to Downing Street 

but to resist the isolationism that was a latent force in dominion politics. 
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Without some vehicle through which to play an active part in the ‘New 
World’ created by the war, they argued, the dominions would see their 
most vital interests going by default. 

Canada 

As the largest and oldest of the dominions, Canada’s attitude was of 
key importance. Before the war, the Canadian premier, Sir Robert 
Borden, had been an ardent advocate of a common imperial foreign pol- 

icy, over which Canada should exert a significant influence. Canada had 

made the largest contribution in manpower to the imperial war effort. 

Borden’s ‘Unionist’ coalition had driven through conscription against 

the passionate protest of the French Canadians in a bruising demon- 

stration of Britannic loyalty. In 1918, Borden had been instrumental in 

gaining dominion representation at the peace conference in Paris as part 

of the ‘British Empire Delegation’. But, after 1921, under the Liberal 

prime minister, Mackenzie King, the Canadian government repudiated 

much of the approach for which Borden had stood, insisted upon the 

right to negotiate and sign a separate treaty (the ‘halibut’ treaty with 

the United States in 1923) and supported (in 1926) the demand from 

Ireland and South Africa that dominion equality with Britain, including 

the right to their own foreign policy, should be formally recognised in 

a public statement.*3 King’s apparent hostility to the claims of empire, 

his almost paranoid suspicion of the ‘centralising’? aims of the Lon- 

don government, and his determination that the Canadian government 

should have the first and last word on any external commitment were 

easily converted by a later mythology into a programme for indepen- 

dence. But King’s objectives were much less spectacular. They are better 

understood as a defensive reaction to the fluid state of Canadian politics 

than as a novel vision of Canadian nationhood. 
The end of the war in Canada saw a rapid deflation of the Bri- 

tannic sentiment that had helped to carry the Unionist coalition and 

conscription to victory in 1917. The end of a booming war economy 

exacted an immediate toll. The gross domestic output per person, hav- 

ing risen by some 8 per cent between 1913 and 1917, fell back by 

an astonishing 27 per cent in the four years that followed, causing a 

slump in living standards.84 The worst effects were felt on the Prairies 

among wheat farmers and the service industries they supported, and 

in rural Ontario. For the Unionist government, which struggled vainly 

to prop up grain prices, the political backlash was catastrophic. It had 



396 / ‘The great liner is sinking’ 

alienated Quebec by conscription. Now the west and the rural east were 

in revolt as well. In the cold post-war climate, the Unionist slogans of 

conscription, the flag and the tariff were redundant or worse. When 

they eventually went to the polls under Borden’s tough and uncompro- 

mising successor, Arthur Meighen, the Unionists suffered a shattering 

defeat. A rejuvenated Liberal party under Mackenzie King won most 

seats (116). The farmer’s protest party, newly formed in the west, car- 

ried 65. Meighen, who lost his own constituency, was reduced to 50. 

But the 1921 election did not bring about a settled regime like those that 

Macdonald, Laurier and Borden had been able to fashion. King had no 

overall majority. Three-party politics made for prolonged uncertainty 

in a period of great international turbulence. They placed a premium 

on excluding so far as possible the influence of unpredictable external 

factors. The greatest danger by far was a call to arms from London 

in a European or Near Eastern war and the fervent response it would 

evoke in Canada. Four times in twenty years the appeal to Britannic 

loyalty had struck the dominion’s brittle politics with the force of an 

earthquake: in 1899, in 1911 (over reciprocity and a Canadian navy), 

in 1914 and (most destructively) over conscription in 1917. The short- 

lived Chanak crisis in September 1922 was a timely reminder that the 

threat was still there. “The minute there is any war or threat of war in 

Europe in which Great Britain might be involved’, remarked an Anglo- 

phone Quebec politician, ‘the Jingoes will so stir up the Country that 

in a Plebiscite or Referendum 75% of the people would immediately 

vote for war.’85 

Mackenzie King was an Ontario Presbyterian, the son of a 

Toronto barrister turned academic.*® But his position as Liberal leader 

was crucially dependent on his support in Quebec — where Ernest 

Lapointe, the provincial leader, was his vital ally until his death in 

1941°7 — and the avoidance of any damaging rupture between his fol- 

lowers there and in English Canada. A jingo storm would tear his 

government apart. This was why King waged his relentless bureau- 

cratic war against any form of words that bound Canada to the chariot 

of British foreign policy, that made Canada party to the treaty obliga- 

tions that London assumed in Europe and elsewhere, or which implied 

that the dominion prime ministers at the Imperial Conference formed 

an imperial ‘cabinet’ empowered to take decisions that were binding 

on their own dominions. King’s fears ran deeper. A secretive, reclu- 

sive man, whose private views were carefully veiled, he was deeply 
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suspicious (and not without reason) of British politicians and the British 
press. At the Imperial Conference in 1923, he expected a press attack in 
London on his ‘disloyalty’ to the Empire that would be loudly echoed 

in the Canadian papers.** He suspected British ministers of ‘briefing’ 
against him, and angrily complained to L. $. Amery of London’s habit 

of appealing over Ottawa’s head to public opinion in Canada.°9 King 

was determined to warn London off from such public appeals for Cana- 

dian support and to insist upon Ottawa’s right to decide its external 

obligations. But he was equally determined not to be cast as an enemy 

of ‘British connection’ or as lukewarm about Canada’s imperial ties. 

Neither (it seems likely) accorded with his private opinions; both would 

have been fatal to his public reputation. He did not want to redefine 

Canada’s place in the world, and he showed little interest in the con- 

stitutional debate over dominion status until Irish and South African 

pressure made some declaration unavoidable in 1926. The Canadian 

delegation did not want a definition, King’s senior official, Oscar 

Skelton, told a favoured journalist.2° His real aim was to stabilise 

Canadian politics (and his own lease on power) by moving as close 

to an isolationist position within the British system as he dared. It was 

a solution very similar to Laurier’s. It fell far short of nationalism. 

There were nationalists in Canada after 1918, but King showed 

no sympathy for them, and they all but despaired of him. In Quebec, 

nationaliste feeling was moving gradually away from the outlook once 

championed by Henri Bourassa, towards a more hostile view of ‘British 

connection’ and (under the influence of the Abbé Groulx) towards the 

dream of peaceful separation from the rest of Canada.?’ In English 

Canada, post-war nationalism formed a polar opposite. It was built 

on the pre-war claim to full equality with Britain in the management 

of the Empire and on an angry repudiation of the ‘isolationist’ and 

‘abjectly colonial’ mentality attributed to the French Canadians.®* Its 

most articulate proponents after 1918 were Sifton and Dafoe, propri- 

etor and editor of the Winnipeg-based Manitoba Free Press. Both had 

been ardent conscriptionists in 1917. But, by the early 1920s, both were 

convinced that the Britannic patriotism to which they were loyal was 

being abused by the reckless expansionism of the Lloyd George govern- 

ment, especially in the Middle East, and by its assumption of European 

liabilities that had little to do with the common concerns of the white 

dominions. They backed King’s efforts to disentangle Canada from 

these ‘false’ imperial burdens, but they wanted to go further and gain 
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formal recognition of Canadian sovereignty. They were in no doubt that 

Canada was and should be a ‘British nation’, and wanted the (white) 

Empire to become a ‘league of British states’, free and equal but bound 

together by racial sympathy and mutual interest. This sectional view 

of Canadian identity was anathema in Quebec (as Bourassa pointed 

out to Dafoe),93 and, as Dafoe himself acknowledged, this ‘national’ 

idea had yet to supplant the imperial sentiment of which King was so 

nervous. Indeed, for all its ambivalence, King’s careful formula proved 

surprisingly durable. His Conservative opponent, Arthur Meighen, had 

already asserted Canada’s particular interests and her special ties with 

the United States in the argument over renewing the Anglo-Japanese 

alliance in 1921. Borden’s closest adviser, the diplomat-lawyer Loring 

Christie, abandoned in the early 1920s the old Borden policy of a com- 

mon foreign policy. Like Dafoe and Sifton, he was alarmed by the signs 

that Britain had turned away from her imperial destiny to plunge into 

the quagmire of European diplomacy.?4 To be true to the Empire was 

not to follow the same route. Meighen himself, in despair at reviving his 

electoral fortunes without support in Quebec, had conceded by 1925 

that no Canadian government should follow Britain into war without 

holding and winning a general election. An uneasy consensus had been 

reached. 

Australia 

In Australia and New Zealand, by contrast, there was little enthusiasm 

for greater detachment in imperial relations: quite the reverse. Radi- 

cal opinion in the Pacific dominions disliked the expansion of ‘tropi- 

cal empire’ over non-white peoples and distrusted the motives that lay 

behind it — for similar reasons to radicals in Britain. It resented the influ- 

ence of the City of London and its power to frustrate the political aims 

of Labour in the state governments. But, despite widespread industrial 

unrest at the end of the war, radicalism and the Labour party made little 

headway in the post-war decade.?5 The commemoration of the war was 

conservative and imperial-minded: Gallipoli as Britain’s blunder and 

Australia’s sacrifice was a much later mythology.®® Australian leaders 

were more sympathetic than Canadian leaders to Britain’s Middle East- 

ern travails: Australia’s interest in the Suez Canal was second to none. 

Where differences arose between Australia and Britain, it was over 

Australia’s claim to the German ex-colonies in the South Pacific and 

the thorny issue of the Anglo-Japanese alliance. Here there was a 
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passionate Australian (and New Zealand) belief that renewing the 
alliance was the vital means of restraining Japan from imperial aggres- 
sion. But, against Canadian opposition, and (more cogently) the 
urgency of reaching an Anglo-American accord, the Pacific dominions 
protested in vain. 

Australian and New Zealand dissatisfaction arose not from a 

fear of imperial commitments but from what they saw as London’s 

indifference to imperial interests. King saw a plot to make Canada 

party to a common imperial policy. Hughes and Massey (more realisti- 

cally) resented their exclusion from the imperial decisions that mattered. 

At the peace conference in Paris, Hughes fought a stubborn battle to 

annex Germany’s conquered colonies in the South Pacific not hold them 

as mandates under the League of Nations —a struggle that brought him 

into conflict with both the British government and President Wilson.?7 

The ‘class C’ mandate (envisaging permanent trusteeship) was the com- 

promise outcome. In the furious arguments over the Japanese alliance 

and at the Washington Conference in 1921-2, the Australian govern- 

ment saw further proof that its vital interests received little attention in 

British diplomacy. For Hughes, the last straw was the crisis at Chanak in 

September 1922 and the conference that followed at Lausanne. Unlike 

Canada and South Africa, he reminded London, Australia and New 

Zealand had answered Churchill’s call for help and promised troops if 

they were needed to defend the Dardanelles against the resurgent Turks. 

But neither dominion was represented at the conference. Hughes’ rage 

knew no bounds. ‘The habit of asking Australia to agree to things when 

they are done and cannot be undone’, he told the Bonar Law cabinet, 

is one which will wreck the Empire if persisted in. You have 

already seen Canada and South Africa standing aloof on 

the plea that they had not been consulted. I have pointed 

out... many times that what is wanted, and what we are 

entitled to, is a real share in moulding foreign and Imperial 

policy. In foreign affairs the Empire must speak with one 

voice.?® 

Hughes’ frustration was the greater because, as he readily admitted, 

‘there is only one course open to us in practice and that is to follow 

Britain’.2? Unless Australia spoke as part of the Empire, he told the 

Australian parliament in September 1921, its voice ‘would be lost across 
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the waste of waters’. ‘But when Australia speaks as part of the British 

Empire 

[w]ith its 500,000,000 of people, its mighty navy, its flag 

on every sea, its strongholds on every continent, its power 

and glory shining and splendid, then she speaks in. . . tones 

that are heard and heeded... With our hands on the lever 

of Empire, we move the world, but casting this aside we are 

shorn of our strength and count for little or nothing.'°° 

The uncompromising intensity of Hughes’ Britannic nationalism was a 

measure of this brutal realism about Australia’s prospects in isolated 

independence. 

Hughes’ language was characteristically blunt. But his suave 

successor as prime minister, Stanley Bruce, was just as unequivocal. ‘It 

is useless for anyone to maintain that if we were an independent nation, 

with no connection with the British Empire, we should be in a posi- 

tion to protect ourselves’, was his message in 1924.'°' The reason was 

simple. ‘We have the most wonderful unprotected white man’s country 

in the world’: defending it relied on British help. The fierce rhetoric of 

Hughes and Bruce, and the similar attitude in New Zealand, showed 

that the war had quite different effects in the South Pacific from those 

it had set off in Canada and (as we shall see) in South Africa. In Aus- 

tralia, the issue of conscription had been deeply divisive. But neither 

there nor in New Zealand did it result in an ethnic fissure. Instead, it 

strongly reinforced the pre-war sense of racial and strategic vulnerabil- 

ity. The signs of China’s resurgence in the ‘May the Fourth’ movement, 

and the visible evidence of Japanese sea-power and imperial ambition, 

were easily converted into the racial nightmare of ‘teeming millions’ 

of Asian immigrants that an Australia without British support might 

be forced to admit. It was this anxiety, and the fear that the post-war 

recession might drive Australia back to the dark days of the 1890s, 

that led post-war governments to call for even closer economic ties 

with Britain. What Australia needed, said Bruce, was ‘men, money and 

markets’: Britain must supply them. The limitless possibilities of Aus- 

tralian development became an article of faith. When the geographer 

Griffith Taylor sought to puncture inflated claims by pointing out that 

Australia could support at best 20 million people at an American stan- 

dard, he found it wiser to pursue his career in another dominion.'° 
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The population (a mere six million in 1925) must be boosted; the inte- 
rior colonised. The same impulse was felt among writers and artists.1% 
Coming to terms with Australia’s landscape, love and fear of the Aus- 

tralian ‘bush’, and adaptation to the Australian environment became 

the hallmarks of ‘Australianness’: a creole identity not in conflict with 

‘Britishness’ but a supercharged, perhaps superior, version of the north 
European original. 

Indeed, Hughes and Bruce reasserted the British character of 

the Australian Commonwealth in terms inconceivable to a Canadian 

premier — at least one who wanted some votes in Quebec. ‘We are all 

of the same race and speak the same tongue in the same way’, said 

Hughes, ‘we are more British than the people of Great Britain... [O]ur 

great destiny is to hold this continent in trust for those of our race who 

come after.’'™ ‘It is... essential to remember’, insisted Bruce, ‘that the 

British Empire is one great nation... the British people represent one 

nation and not many nations as some have endeavoured to suggest.’'°5 

Of course, not all Australian opinion was convinced by this heavy stress 

on imperial ties. Too much deference to Britain ran athwart the claim 

that Australian society was stronger, fairer, more democratic and more 

manly than the parent stock. Self-reliance and the cultivation of ‘Aus- 

tralian sentiment’ was how Labour preferred to lay the emphasis. It 

wanted to cut away some of the outward signs of subordinate status: 

the judicial appeal to London and the appointment of state governors by 

the Crown. But these were superficial. The defence of ‘White Australia’ 

remained the foremost plank on the party platform. Labour was as 

committed as Bruce’s government to the urgent need for economic 

development, and accepted that large-scale immigration was the neces- 

sary price.'°° But, when immigrants flocked in from Southern Europe, it 

was quick to denounce them for taking jobs ‘from British workmen’'°” 

and forced a government ban on employing ‘foreigners’. For Hughes 

and Bruce, then, there was little to fear at home from a close association 

with imperial policy, as long as it reflected their views and protected 

their interests. Their real concern was not that the London government 

would impose its wishes, but that those wishes were becoming too self- 

ishly narrow. Like Christie, and other old followers of Borden, they 

were alarmed by the European turn in British policy. The air defence 

of Britain (against a putative threat from France) might consume the 

resources needed for a stronger presence in the Pacific and at Singapore, 

Bruce warned in 1924. If post-war Britain with its straitened finances 
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chose to protect the Home Islands at the expense of ‘outlying parts’, 

Australia would be in peril.?°* It was not declarations of dominion free- 

dom that were needed (or so he might have said), but a clear reminder 

to opinion in Britain of the global scope of imperial interests. 

South Africa 

South Africa was not a ‘British nation’. Nor was there a common feel- 

ing of South Africanness, even among its white minority. Of the four 

main overseas dominions, it had been the last to receive the full mea- 

sure of self-government. Among the whites (a more fluid category than 

it became under apartheid after 1948) there was an Afrikaner majority 

but more than half a million ‘English’ — English speakers mostly of 

British origin. Afrikaans (a patois of Dutch) was still only a language in 

the making, and well-educated Afrikaners were as likely to use English 

as Dutch in business or professional life.*°? Indeed, there were many 

Afrikaners in the propertied and professional classes for whom the par- 

liamentary government introduced to the Cape in the 1870s was the 

optimal combination of order and liberty. There a property-based fran- 

chise and the wide degree of local autonomy made symbolic allegiance 

to the British monarch at worst unobjectionable, at best a buttress of 

social stability and the racial order. When ‘responsible government’ 

was extended to the rest of the country after the South African War 

of 1899-1902 (but with manhood suffrage for whites and no votes 

for blacks), this pragmatic loyalty was adopted by many Afrikaners 

in the old republics. It was futile to break up the Union of 1910 to 

revive the pre-war states. To drag the whole country into secession 

from the Empire as the ‘South African Republic’ would mean imperial 

intervention and a third Boer War. Worse still, it would set off a civil 

war among the whites. In a sub-continent, where blacks outnumbered 

whites by nearly four to one, and where memories of war’s catastrophic 

impact were all too recent, this was a desperate option. 

Nevertheless, the First World War had placed a major strain on 

the pragmatic compromise that Botha embodied. Although the r914- 

15 rebellion had collapsed, Afrikaner support for the National party 

established by General Barry Hertzog in 1913 was markedly stronger 

by the end of the war. Much Afrikaner opinion was bitterly resent- 

ful of South Africa’s involvement in an ‘English’ war and regarded a 

British imperial triumph with foreboding. The rise of republicanism — 

which stood for an Afrikaner state outside the Empire — alarmed the 
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English politicians in South Africa. When Smuts returned from Europe 
on Botha’s death to take up the premiership, he found it hard to bend 

the older man’s bow. He lacked Botha’s canny sense of Afrikaner feel- 

ing or the charm (some alleged more material inducements) through 

which he kept his followers loyal. In the first post-war election in 1920, 

Smuts’ South Africa Party emerged neck and neck with the National- 

ists, driving him towards fusion with the Unionists (the old party of 

Rhodes, and led by his political and financial legatees) to keep his hold 
on power. 

Had politics in South Africa been solely a matter of the antago- 

nism between the white communities, they would at least have been sim- 

ple. The republican option repelled the English but also many Afrikan- 

ers who feared the turbulence it threatened. So long as that was true, the 

British connection was safe. But, after 1918, Afrikaner opinion became 

more susceptible to the appeal of nationalism not less, as the irritations 

of wartime were replaced by new sources of grievance. The main rea- 

son lay in the rising fear of the educated class — clerics (predikants), 

teachers, (a handful of) academics, lawyers and journalists — that the 

deepening poverty among rural whites (almost all Afrikaners) would 

destroy the cohesion of the Afrikaner people. By 1921, the numbers of 

‘poor whites’ (the term was coined in 1906 for those neither skilled nor 

semi-skilled) was estimated at over 150,000 — perhaps one-fifth of the 

Afrikaner community.''® Over much of South Africa, the land was too 

poor or too dry to support much more than subsistence farming, and 

after 1920 the problem was made worse by the huge fall in agricul- 

tural prices from the artificial heights of the First World War.'™' To the 

Afrikaner elite, three outcomes of almost equal horror seemed all too 

likely. The poor whites might be seduced by the appeal of socialism or 

communism and exchange their ethnic loyalty for one based on class. 

If they drifted to the towns, they might be absorbed by the English 

culture that was dominant there. Or they might lapse into ‘barbarism’ 

by adopting the living standards of the blacks and intermarrying with 

them. It was this double crisis — the threatened loss of both Afrikaner 

and white identity in so large a fraction of the Afrikaner people — 

that gave Afrikaner nationalism its urgency and sharpened the edge of 

its racial message: explicitly against imperialism and its Doppelganger 

capitalism; implicitly against the silent threat of the black majority. 

Social rather than ethnic antagonism was also a problem for 

those English politicians who counted on Britannic solidarity to keep 
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Afrikaner republicanism at bay and force Afrikaner ‘moderates’ to 

accept the permanence of the British connection. Class conflict between 

English (often British immigrant) mineworkers and the mining interest 

whose influence was strong in the Unionist party had been a feature 

of pre-war politics and had led to the rise of the Labour party on the 

Rand. After 1918, these intra-English class tensions erupted spectacu- 

larly. Post-war depression was the immediate cause. South African gold 

producers were trapped between the fixed price of gold and the rising 

costs of drilling ever deeper into the gold-bearing reef beneath Johannes- 

burg. They longed to cut their costs by substituting cheap black labour 

for the costlier white men they were forced to employ by the strength 

of (white) organised labour on the Rand. The surge in prices during 

wartime (when gold’s price was still fixed) made matters worse, and 

when the temporary relief that came with the fall in the post-war value 

of the pound against gold was reversed by early 1922, and depression 

led to declining production, the crisis could not be postponed. When 

the mineowners suspended the old ratio of white to black workers, a 

strike broke out. In early March 1922, it became a general strike on the 

Rand, and then an armed insurrection as some of the strikers declared 

a socialist republic. Smuts’ reaction was uncompromising. Troops were 

sent in, and in several days of fighting over 200 people were killed. The 

strike was crushed. The number of white miners was cut by over 3,000 

and real wages fell. The gold industry returned to profit.1'* But Smuts’ 

identification with the mining interest was to cost him dear. Three rev- 

olutions in a few short years, sighed one English politician, was ‘too 

much for any country’.'"3 

Smuts was committed wholeheartedly to empire membership. 

He had commanded the imperial force in the East African campaign. 

He had represented South Africa at the Imperial Conferences of 1917 

and 1918. By the last year of the war, he had become one of the most 

powerful figures in Lloyd George’s government. He played a leading 

part in the planning for a league of nations and in the diplomacy of 

peacemaking at Paris in 1919. In a secret mission in 1921, he had 

pressed on the leaders of Sinn Fein the argument for accepting domin- 

ion status and not holding out for secession and an Irish republic.''4 Yet 

Smuts had also been one of the loudest voices demanding British recog- 

nition of the dominions’ equality: in constitutional status and exter- 

nal policy. And, like other dominion leaders, he thought that Britain’s 

involvement in post-war Europe would weaken her claims on dominion 
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support. It was vital, he urged, that Britain renounce secret diplomacy 
for open covenants. Then the dominions would know what commit- 
ments they faced.*'’ Smuts knew very well that, whatever the guise, 
South African involvement with Britain’s global interests was deeply 
unpopular with many Afrikaners. The ‘bulk’ of the Dutch people, he 

told a friend in Britain, were republicans.‘'® But he was convinced 

that a united British Empire within the League of Nations was the key 

to world order in an age of great uncertainty; and that survival as a 

‘white man’s country’ (itself far from certain in the 1920s) made empire 

membership essential for South Africa. In a conscious echo of Rhodes’ 

programme, Smuts looked forward to a chain of white states stretching 

north to Kenya — ‘A great white Africa along the eastern backbone, 

with railway and road communications connecting north and south’ — 

under South African influence and sooner or later as part of the South 

African Union. Here was the promise of South Africa’s greatness, and 

her commercial prosperity (as the sub-metropole of this settler Africa) 

and the best guarantee against a colonial policy that favoured Indian 

traders or native (i.e. African) chiefs.''7 But this long game of South 

Africa’s future made it all the more vital to have influence in Lon- 

don, to be a partner in African empire, and to keep the loyalty of 

the South African English and the British settlers to the north of the 

Limpopo. 

In 1921, Smuts had turned the tables on his nationalist oppo- 

nents. Post-war prosperity and the reaction of English voters against 

republicanism gave him and his ex-Unionist allies a clear election vic- 

tory over both Hertzog and the Labour party. The electorate had givena 

‘decisive answer’ on the question of secession, said Smuts.''® After that, 

almost everything went wrong. Depression, the bloodshed on the Rand 

and the continuing fear of a crisis in Europe damaged Smuts’ reputation. 

In 1923, to Smuts’ great chagrin, the white settlers in Southern Rhode- 

sia (where rule by the British South Africa Company was about to end) 

voted for a separate future as a self-governing colony rather than join 

the South African Union. In the general election of June 1924, although 

its popular vote held up well, the South Africa party lost badly to the 

National and Labour parties united in a pact.''? Smuts was hated by 

Afrikaners and many British, Fitzpatrick told Lord Milner.'*° “Intense 

unreasoning racialism (i.e. towards the English) and class hatred and 

communism’, was how he explained the defeat to Amery.'*' But the 

1924 election was not the prelude to South African secession. 
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Hertzog and his able lieutenant, Daniel Frangois Malan (a 

predikant turned newspaper editor), had been the champions of repub- 

licanism. But, with the defeat of 1921 and the social crisis within the 

Afrikaner community, their priorities shifted. To tackle the problem of 

‘poor whites’, if need be by a ‘colour bar’ in employment, to safeguard 

the cultural unity of the Afrikaner people and to promote Afrikaans 

as a national language (the 1910 constitution provided for English and 

Dutch) laid a premium on power not principled opposition. Hertzog 

knew that without Labour party support he had little hope of defeat- 

ing Smuts, and that many of Labour’s English voters would desert it 

if it allied with him on a republican ticket. Instead, he was able to 

trade on the widespread fear of white unemployment and the ‘igno- 

rant panic’'** over black competition. His greatest fear was that Smuts 

would beat him by an appeal to the Britannic sentiments of the English 

minority. ‘Smuts het net een kans’, he told Malan in November 1923, 

‘en dit is nogmaals ’n khaki electie’ - Smuts had one last chance, a 

khaki election.'*3 What Hertzog wanted, when once in power, was the 

same formal status for which Smuts had pressed: constitutional equality 

within the Empire, as the substance (or so he claimed) if not the form 

of republican independence. By an ironic twist, the need to safeguard 

a white South Africa — the same ultimate goal as Smuts — had led him 

to accept, for the time being at least, the same constraints and the same 

solution. 

The dominions and Ireland 

Hertzog’s opportunity came with the Imperial Conference in 1926. At 

the previous post-war conferences in 1921 and 1923, the dominion 

premiers showed no appetite for the constitutional debate envisaged 

in 1918. Hertzog gave warning of his intention, and the British gov- 

ernment planned its tactics carefully. A. J. (now Lord) Balfour, who 

chaired the committee of British and dominion ministers set up at the 

conference to report on ‘inter-imperial relations’, had already signalled 

his willingness to concede the principle of equal status to the white 

dominions.'*4 When Hertzog presented his draft, in which the domin- 

ions were described as ‘independent states’,'*5 it was not the principle 

to which the British ministers objected but the wording. They were 

ready to concede the dominions’ right to exercise external as much as 

internal autonomy -— the right to conduct their own foreign policy — 

but resisted ‘independence’ as implying the lapse of their Empire 
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membership. (Mackenzie King also opposed ‘independence’ as an 
American usage that would be badly received in English Canada.) After 

a blizzard of drafts, Balfour produced a formula of almost theologi- 

cal intricacy in which the central concession of the dominions’ equal 

constitutional status (and their implicit right of secession) was carefully 

balanced against their free and willing recognition of empire member- 

ship. In a sunburst of good will it was accepted by all. 

The effect of this pronouncement was twofold. It gave a mean- 

ing to dominionhood that was flexible enough to embrace all the domin- 

ions’ varied relationships with Britain. The risk of a division between 

the dominions themselves was averted. Secondly (and consequentially), 

it reinvented the bilateral connection between Britain and the different 

dominions as an intimate form of international association whose terms 

of membership (‘free association’) were very attractive to small states 

in an age of collective insecurity. ‘The British Empire’, said Balfour’s 

version, ‘depends essentially ... on positive ideals. Free institutions are 

its lifeblood. Free cooperation is its instrument. Peace, security, and 

progress are among its ideals.’ This appealed to a wide segment of 

opinion in all the dominions for whom the dangers of isolation and 

diplomatic ‘weightlessness’ were as important as Britannic loyalty, if 

not more so. Balfour’s formula acknowledged that the real ties that 

would hold the dominions to Britain were the informal ties of sentiment 

or self-interest. Its acceptance by the least Britannic of the dominions, 

South Africa and the Irish Free State, showed that for one reason or the 

other exit from the British world-system had as yet little appeal. 

Balfour’s motive is clear enough. He wanted to discredit the 

‘small but obstinate minority who... persistently advocate the break-up 

of the Empire’.'*® Free association would pull the rug out from beneath 

the secessionists. Austen Chamberlain, the Foreign Secretary, may have 

hoped that he would gain his reward in the dominions’ diplomatic 

sympathy: indeed, in the defence discussions that followed, all except 

the Irish Free State said that they would come to Britain’s aid if ever 

necessary.!?7 Balfour, Chamberlain and Lord Birkenhead (the Secretary 

of State for India) bundled Amery, the Dominions Secretary, along with 

them. He was a political lightweight. But the three senior ministers may 

have had another reason for wanting an amicable settlement. All three, 

especially Birkenhead and Chamberlain, had been deeply involved in the 

Anglo-Irish treaty of December 1921. They had the strongest motive 

for avoiding confrontation with the Irish Free State government and 
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rousing ‘die-hardism’ from its slumbers on the Tory backbenches. Nor 

could they be sure that too little flexibility at the conference might not 

damage the pro-Treaty government in Dublin and pave a path to power 

for its republican and secessionist enemies. 

Indeed, of all the dominions, the Irish Free State was the one 

that British ministers watched most nervously.'?® Its assimilation to the 

dominion ‘model’ was more a hope than an expectation. Its ‘Britannic 

garrison’ after partition was far smaller than South Africa’s. For all 

the practical limits to linguistic independence, its cultural revolt against 

Englishness was more vehement than anything seen in the other domin- 

ions. Alone of the dominions, it had won self-government in a violent 

insurrection against British rule. Alone among the dominions, its right 

to self-rule was limited by treaty. In the war of independence (1919-21), 

Sinn Fein declared an Irish Republic, and its candidates who were suc- 

cessful in the United Kingdom general election of December 1918 (but 

refused to take their seats at Westminster) met as a separate Irish par- 

liament, the Dail Eireann. After eighteen months of guerrilla warfare, 

terrorism and reprisal had produced a stalemate truce in July 1921, and 

a treaty settlement was hammered out in London between the Lloyd 

George government and a Sinn Fein delegation. It gave the twenty- 

six counties of southern Ireland ‘Canadian’ status as a self-governing 

dominion, but rejected the demand for an Irish republic outside the 

Empire and insisted on an oath of allegiance to the King by those tak- 

ing office or sitting in the Dail. The possibility of a united Ireland — if 

Northern Ireland agreed — or of repartition on terms more generous to 

the South was held open. By a narrow majority, the Dail upheld the 

treaty proposals. But the Sinn Fein government split. De Valera, presi- 

dent of the r919 republic, denounced the oath of allegiance (though he 

was willing to recognise the King as the head of the Empire). Much of 

the Irish Republican Army in the south and west rebelled against a civil- 

ian regime whose treaty-based constitution was at odds with the claim 

that the citizen in arms was the true embodiment of the Irish nation — 

and which threatened to end the free rein that the ‘flying columns’ 

enjoyed.'*? It took a bloody civil war, with a death-toll heavier than in 

the Anglo-Irish struggle, to impose the authority of the ‘treatyites’ and 

the Free State government. 

The fate of the treaty was watched in London with great anx- 

iety. The risk of embroiling the North — where Catholic nationalists 

were harassed by Protestant paramilitaries - seemed high. Michael 
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Collins, the charismatic leader of the IRA, who led the Free State army 
in the civil war, was suspected of duplicity: few tears were shed in 
London when he was ambushed and murdered by the anti-treaty forces 

in August 1922.'3° For British leaders, the success of the Free State gov- 

ernment was critical if Ireland was to escape a further round of turmoil 

and then a further round of imperial crisis. Partly for that reason, they 

acquiesced in a quasi-republican constitution in which authority was 

derived from ‘the people of Ireland’ (not the king-in-parliament).'3! 
When the North rejected a united Ireland and the boundary settlement 

left the frontier unchanged, they sweetened the pill for the Dublin gov- 

ernment by financial concessions. The Free State government won a 

popular mandate, but the balance seemed fine. The army mutiny of 

1924, the continued threat of IRA violence and the return of the anti- 

treatyites (as Fianna Fail) to the Dail, made its tenure seem fragile. The 

danger that it would repudiate the treaty and declare a republic could 

not be ruled out.'3” 

British leaders may have exaggerated the risk. Despite the hang- 

over of republican violence, the Free State government represented a 

powerful body of Irish opinion that preferred free trade (with Britain) 

to isolation and autarky,'33 and accepted that, without the association 

with Britain, the Irish voice in international affairs would be embarrass- 

ingly faint."34 To the larger farmers and local businessmen who formed 

the backbone of the old Irish party before 1914, and supported the 

treatyite Cumann na nGaedheal, overthrowing the constitution was a 

menace to order. For the champions of Catholic conservatism, the most 

influential ideology in the new state,'35 republicanism was suspect for its 

atheism and socialism. Cosgrave and O’Higgins, his dynamic deputy, 

were determined to restore an ordered society of strong institutions, 

lawful authority and firm discipline.'3° Their aim was not to break the 

treaty, but to free themselves from the surviving relics of Ireland’s sub- 

ordination to Britain — in part to disarm their Fianna Fail opponents. 

This was why at the Imperial Conference they were quick to follow 

Hertzog with a list of detailed ‘anomalies’ in dominion status, and why 

O’Higgins insisted that Ireland’s separate status should be formally 

marked in the royal title. When the ‘O’Higgins comma’ was inserted, 

the king was no longer ‘King of Great Britain and Ireland’ and the 

overseas dominions, but ‘King of Great Britain, Ireland, and the British 

Dominions’. To Birkenhead, one of the signatories of the Anglo-Irish 

treaty, the need to meet the Irish leaders over their ‘tiresome points’'>” 
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and protect a settlement that is ‘working better than our most extrav- 

agant hopes’ was unarguable. In Ireland, more than anywhere else, 

what mattered most was to make cooperation a habit and ingrain the 

constitutionalist outlook that was its greatest ally. 

Like Hertzog (who returned in triumph to South Africa), the 

Irish leaders found merit in the constitutional experiment codified by 

the conference. They had equal status and external autonomy. In return, 

they accepted the Crown (with some ambiguity) as their head of state 

and the symbol of their membership of the ‘Empire-Commonwealth’ — 

a term just creeping into use. Like the other dominions, they recognised 

the British system as the magnetic pole of their external relations. Like 

them, they had much to lose from an open break. For the moment, 

it seemed that Ireland might be shaped to the mould of an ‘imperial 

nation’, to become another Canada in substance as well as form. The 

stresses of the next decade would settle the question. 

The Empire at home 

After 1918, there was good reason to doubt whether the vast world- 

system the late Victorians had assembled would command the support 

of British society at home. A positive view of its costs and risks sprang 

from the distinctive complex of ideology and politics in late-Victorian 

Britain. The late Victorians had been loyal to laissez-faire economics. 

They accepted the logic of free trade and the gold standard and regarded 

with equanimity their ever-growing dependence on foreign food, for- 

eign trade and a foreign income from investments. They acknowledged 

the force of the geopolitical corollary. That Britain must be a global 

power to defend the sphere of free commerce and guard its long lines 

of maritime transport was argued over in detail but rarely disputed in 

principle. The electorate that sanctioned this globe-wide imperialism 

excluded all women and more than one-third of adult men. No party 

dedicated to the ideas of socialism or the sectional interests of the work- 

ing class could win a majority in parliament. The electorate’s antipathy 

to Irish nationalism, partly on sectarian grounds, made it amenable to 

arguments for coercion elsewhere: unionism at home helped underwrite 

imperialism abroad. And, although some of its articles had come under 

attack in Edwardian politics — in the struggle over tariff reform and 
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Irish Home Rule — the prime assumptions of this ‘liberal imperialism’ 
went largely unchallenged until the First World War. 

In the new landscape of post-war economics and politics, this 
late- Victorian consensus looked less secure. Economic discontent was 
real enough in late-Victorian society and industrial militancy had been 
a striking feature of the pre-war decade. But their political impact had 

been blunted by the general prosperity of skilled workers and by a 

franchise that excluded many of those most vulnerable to economic 

misfortune — the army of unskilled and casual labour. By the end of 

1920, these pre-war conditions no longer held good. The post-war 

depression brought high unemployment to skilled workers as well as 

unskilled. It affected those organised in trade unions (a much larger 

number than before the war) as well as those who were not. But the 

most important change was that all men affected by the slump in trade 

now had the vote since adult males over twenty-one, as well as some 

women, had been enfranchised in the reform Act of 1918. The result 

politically was profoundly unsettling. A prolonged depression would 

mean an alienated class, excluded by poverty, but included by politics. 

It would be empowered by the franchise against a social system from 

which it had nothing to gain. Not surprisingly, fear of a ‘socialism’ (a 

vaguely defined creed) that would be swept into power by a working- 

class electorate, haunted the politicians of the older parties.'3° For 

there seemed no doubt about who would be the beneficiary of the two 

new facts of British politics: the great pool of working-class discontent 

and the huge new electorate (three times as big as the old) with no 

tradition of loyalty to either Liberals or Conservatives. In the excitable 

climate bred by the Russian revolution and industrial confrontation in 

Britain — at its tensest in 1921 — it was easy to credit the Labour 

party with the extremist views from which its leaders recoiled. Pacifism, 

‘bolshevik’ sympathies, and antipathy to colonial rule, especially in 

India, seemed synonymous with socialism. 

These fears (in some quarters, hopes) turned out to be exagger- 

ated. It was industrial labour, not political Labour, that proved the real 

threat to the British world-system. It rejected the sacrifices on which 

the revival of London’s commercial empire was supposed to depend. 

At the end of the war, it was widely agreed by expert opinion that 

British prosperity meant restoring the commercial conditions that had 

ruled in 1914. London must resume its place as the world’s greatest 
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banker, lender and market-place. The gold standard must be revived 

as a self-regulating mechanism of monetary control and the guarantee 

of sterling’s worth as the global currency. British debts must be repaid. 

British exports must recover lost markets and win new ones to ease the 

strain on the balance of payments and help renew the flow of outward 

investment. At government level, this programme meant the stringent 

control of public expenditure. But its social and industrial meaning was 

much more drastic. If British exports were to be competitive, British 

costs had to fall. The large gains in real income conceded in the war 

and its inflationary aftermath would have to be clawed back. By Keynes’ 

estimate, while the cost of living had risen by 60 per cent, the combined 

effect of higher wages and shorter hours had more than doubled real 

wages. ">? 

The fierce deflation of 1920-1 was aimed in part at this objec- 

tive. But its results were not what its authors intended. The numbers of 

unemployed rose rapidly from 700,000 at the end of 1920 to over two 

million by mid-1921 and remained above 1.2 million for the rest of the 

decade. But it proved impossible to push down the wages of those in 

work. Instead, the sharp fall in prices that deflation produced boosted 

their real incomes still further, by some 13 per cent between 1919 and 

1922, on top of the wartime rise.'4° In the climate of industrial militancy 

and electoral uncertainty that dominated the early 1920s, imposing a 

wholesale reduction of wages was out of the question. It would have 

meant economic controls as draconian as in wartime, repellent alike to 

capital and labour, and hastily scrapped in 1919. In a tacit social and 

political bargain, those in work kept the real income gains of 1914-22 

(the exception were the miners).'4* The unintended victims were the 

unemployed. 

Worker resistance to cuts in real wages had a real significance 

for the part Britain played in her imperial system. It made the price of 

the return to gold in 1925 — the sine qua non of commercial empire — 

uncomfortably high, and cut down the benefits it was supposed to bring. 

High interest rates, a fragile pound and a restricted stream of investment 

abroad were the penalty for setting the gold value of sterling at a level 

designed to compete with the dollar, but without the fall in industrial 

costs that was needed to make British exports competitive. In the crucial 

phase of economic adjustment, industrial labour had refused to give up 

what it had gained since 1914, and could not be coerced into doing so. 

It could not be bent to the purpose of a revived commercial empire. 
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Its resistance to the ‘logic’ of bankers and businessmen could be seen, 
indeed, as an instinctive form of metropolitan ‘isolationism’, a refusal 

to bow to the harsh demands of the international economy. It set the 

limits to the post-war promise of the British world-system. 

This was the most potent (if least conscious) act of worker 

‘anti-imperialism’. At the same time, the rapid growth of a mass con- 

stituency for the Labour party (Labour vote, 1910: 371,722; 1918: 

2,385,472; 1922: 4,241,383; 1923: 4,438,508; 1924: 5,489,077) lent 
added weight to radical opinion in imperial matters. Before 1914, critics 

of empire had attacked the cost of imperial wars, the threat to peace of 

imperial rivalry, the authoritarian trend of colonial rule and the com- 

mercial exploitation of indigenous peoples. But their voice had been 

muffled by political concession in India and South Africa, the diplo- 

matic settlement of colonial disputes (especially with France) and the 

domestic (rather than imperial) threat posed by the new German navy. 

Even J. A. Hobson, the critic-in-chief of British imperialism, had come 

to concede the beneficent effects of international trade.'4? But, as the 

war dragged on, he revived (in Democracy after the War (1917)) the 

old claim that imperial antagonism was the real cause of conflict. With 

militarism enthroned at the heart of government, and imperialism (in 

the person of Milner) at its elbow, an Allied victory would mean the tri- 

umph of reaction. The ‘imperialist’ project, checked since 1906, would 

resume its course. An imperial tariff, territorial expansion and the eco- 

nomic exploitation of Afro-Asian peoples would destroy free trade at 

home, cut down living standards and corrode the tradition of political 

liberty. The best defence was a league of nations, ‘international gov- 

ernment’ and the careful protection of indigenous cultures against the 

social damage of enforced industrialism. In the last year of the war, this 

radical programme received a powerful boost. Official endorsement of 

the idea of a league, the publication of Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen 

Points and the emergence of Labour (which Hobson joined in 1918) as 

a mass-based party, strengthened its claim on public attention. 

Hobson’s warnings were echoed by the band of writers who 

made up Labour’s ‘intelligence branch’ in imperial policy: Leonard 

Woolf, whose Empire and Commerce in Africa (1920) denounced 

colonial rule as a licence to rob; Sydney Olivier, whose The League 

of Nations and Primitive Peoples (1918) pressed the case for interna- 

tional trusteeship; and E. D. Morel, veteran of the Congo campaign, 

who published The Black Man’s Burden in 1920. Their critical view 
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of the pre-war world (Olivier believed that the humanitarian tradi- 

tions of colonial rule had been corrupted by business after 1890)"43 

chimed with a larger body of ‘middle opinion’ disillusioned by polit- 

ical, diplomatic and economic failure in the aftermath of the war. A 

new commitment to the reconstruction of Europe was urged by Alfred 

Zimmern in Europe in Convalescence (1922). The destructive impact 

of the reparations demand was condemned by J. M. Keynes in The 

Economic Consequences of the Peace (1920). The hidden commit- 

ments and secret promises that had sheltered ‘old diplomacy’ from 

public opinion were denounced in Lowes Dickinson’s The Interna- 

tional Anarchy in 1926. Such polemics by themselves meant little. But 

the electoral support for the Liberals and Labour (in 1923, they com- 

manded together nearly nine million votes to the Conservatives’ five 

and a half) suggested that a large body of public opinion took a similar 

‘neo-Gladstonian’ view of Britain’s overseas interests. The pre-war ver- 

sion of imperial diplomacy (if not already discredited) had been made 

redundant by victory. Peaceful cooperation through an international 

concert, not an empire in arms, was the need of the moment. The 

predatory instincts of colonial settlers and businessmen should be care- 

fully restrained before they whipped up revolt, or provoked a fresh clash 

between colonial powers. A new bond of sympathy must be forged with 

the aspirations of colonial peoples, when they embraced the values of 

the Liberal state. 

Of course, none of this implied the repudiation of power. The 

Labour leadership had refused any truck with Gandhian agitation in 

1920, and insisted in its first (minority) government in 1924 on strict 

adherence to the Montford constitution.'44 The champions of trustee- 

ship insisted that African self-government lay far in the future. The 

effect was more subtle. The liberal mood of the early 1920s inspired 

a more thoughtful defence of colonial rule and a more critical view 

of its actual practice. The ex-proconsul, Lord Lugard, whose sense of 

publicity was unusually sharp (his wife had been on the staff of The 

Times) urged a ‘dual mandate’ in tropical Africa. Economic develop- 

ment brought reciprocal benefits to Europeans and Africans. The task 

of government was to balance the interests of international trade and its 

indigenous subjects.'45 Amid the new stress on enlightened trusteeship 

and non-interference with ‘primitive’ peoples, ‘indirect rule’ acquired 

additional merit. A neo-traditional regime based on customary law and 

chiefly rule became the settled dogma of African policy. In the new 
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wave of paternalism, humanitarian causes, including education and 
anti-slavery, attracted fresh attention if not more resources. Extending 
self-government (however gradually) to the non-white colonies meant 
that cultural sympathy across racial lines had become more urgent. In 
E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India (1924), the stilted parochialism of 
‘Anglo-India’ and its cold rejection of educated Indians was held up to 
ridicule and proclaimed as a warning. 

The strongest emotion in this age of flux was the fear of com- 

mitments and the urge to save. This was hard to square with the leftover 

business of the First World War. The political turbulence of the post- 

war years arose from this conflict. The Lloyd George government faced 

a huge agenda: in Europe, at home, and in Ireland as well as in the 

imperial sphere in India, Egypt and the Middle East. On almost every 

issue it faced fierce dissent, some of the bitterest from its backbench 

supporters in the House of Commons. Over Ireland particularly, Lloyd 

George’s readiness to negotiate with Sinn Fein (from July 1921) enraged 

the ‘die-hards’ in the Conservative party. Signs of compromise in the 

treatment of ‘extremists’ in India and Egypt (like the failure to arrest 

Gandhi) strengthened die-hard claims of the ‘empire in danger’. It was 

Lloyd George’s misfortune that some of the credit he gained from the 

Irish treaty in December 1921 was devalued by the civil war between 

the Irish ‘treatyites’ and ‘anti-treatyites’. But the real cause of his down- 

fall in October 1922 was the lack of economic recovery at home and 

the sense of over-commitment abroad. Working-class discontent over 

unemployment and pay was matched by middle-class anger at the high 

rate of taxation (income tax had risen to five shillings (25 per cent) in 

the pound in 1917, and was at six shillings (30 per cent) throughout 

1919-22). Government ‘waste’ became the target of a public campaign 

and had to be appeased by a formal enquiry (the ‘Geddes axe’). The 

military cost of British control in Iraq (partly perhaps because Winston 

Churchill, a coalition Liberal, was the minister responsible) drew espe- 

cially bitter complaint from the Conservative backbenches, on whose 

support the coalition cabinet was overwhelmingly dependent. It was 

the lightning rod for unease over a Middle East policy whose aims 

seemed obscure and whose outcome uncertain. When the British force 

at Chanak in the Dardanelles faced the Turkish army advancing north 

from Izmir in September 1922, and military conflict seemed likely, two 

streams of discontent were united. Whatever the merits of its case — 

the strategic argument for preventing the Turks from recovering the 
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Straits — the coalition government had risked a new war in the Middle 

East for which public opinion was quite unprepared.‘4° When Bonar 

Law (who had favoured coalition in 1918 and been Lloyd George’s 

loyal lieutenant until 1921) came out of retirement to lead the Con- 

servative revolt against continued partnership with the Lloyd George 

Liberals, he could draw on multiple sources of Tory resentment. But 

it was the over-extension of British power that he chose to emphasise. 

Britain, he said in a famous phrase, ‘cannot alone act as the policeman 

of the world’.'47 

The fall of Lloyd George opened two more years of party 

manoeuvre, induced in the main by economic uncertainty. The Con- 

servative ministry of Bonar Law (until May 1923) and Baldwin was 

dominated by the setback to European recovery, by the need to cut 

spending and by the fear that Lloyd George would build a new coali- 

tion against its economic failure. Baldwin’s sudden leap to protection 

was intended to offer a definite programme and unite his party round 

the cause to which much of it was already loyal. It was an electoral 

disaster. In December 1923, the Conservative vote held up well (at 

38.1 per cent compared with 38.2 per cent in November 1922), 

but Baldwin was swept away by the Free Trade opposition. But the 

result was inconclusive. A minority Labour government took power 

with Liberal support in January 1924. Neither circumstance, inclina- 

tion, nor, perhaps, talent, could make Ramsay MacDonald a second 

Gladstone.'4® No great centre-left party emerged in a grand realignment 

of political forces. When MacDonald was pulled down by the petty 

scandal of the ‘Campbell case’, and by public suspicion of his party’s 

communist ties (the Zinoviev letter), it was Baldwinite Conservatism 

that won the high ground electorally. In October 1924, it gained a deci- 

sive victory. With the long-awaited revival of European prosperity, and 

the return in Britain of a ‘social peace’,'4? the domestic instability of 

the post-war years seemed a thing of the past. 

Yet it had left its mark on the British role in their imperial sys- 

tem. Baldwin’s aim was a broad-based party that would annex the cen- 

tre in British politics. He renounced protection and installed a free trade 

Chancellor (Winston Churchill). He embraced ‘economy’ in defence, 

partly to fund the rising cost of welfare expenditure. He had learnt 

from Chanak to fear confrontation abroad as a hostage to fortune. He 

and other leading Conservatives accepted much of the ‘liberal’ outlook 

on international affairs, as a rough approximation to informed opinion 
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and as a useful guide to the post-war world. Asa result, the imperial atti- 

tudes of the post-war years seem curiously tepid. At another time, high 

unemployment, a vast new electorate and the nationalist revolts against 

imperial rule might have prompted the embrace of a jingo populism. 

Indeed, tariff reform at home, ‘splendid isolation’ abroad, opening up 

the ‘undeveloped estates’, and a firm way with ‘agitators’, all had their 

advocates in Conservative ranks. But the overwhelming need was to 

bind the new political nation to an economic order (capitalism) it had 

no reason to like. An attack on free trade (as Baldwin discovered) would 

be deeply resented by the new constituency. Pre-war-style thinking on 

imperial defence — as if Britain were still surrounded by rival world 

empires — was (or seemed) obsolete at a time when the reconciliation of 

Europe was the most immediate need and competing imperialisms at an 

unusually low ebb. Coercive tactics against colonial (or semi-colonial) 

dissidents in the Empire, Egypt, Iraq or China could not be ruled out. 

But their likely cost, and the fear that they would lead to political 

extremism and guerrilla war (the ‘Irish syndrome’ frequently invoked 

after 1921) gave an added premium to emollient policies. To a much 

greater extent than before 1914, the demands of empire on society at 

home were to be monitored closely and reduced to the minimum. What 

sort of empire that made in the age of depression the following chapter 

will try to explain. 



10) —_—Hounin THE Genre, 1927-1937 

Until the mid-1920s, it had seemed as if the profound dislocation of eco- 

nomic and political life unleashed by the war would defeat all attempts 

to devise a new equilibrium. After 1925, the outlook improved. A 

new economic order took shape in Europe, underwritten by the flow of 

American investment. Franco-German reconciliation lifted the threat of 

a new European struggle. The impetus behind anti-colonial nationalism 

slackened off. The world economy recovered the vigour of its pre-war 

decade. The volume of trade surpassed the levels of 1913. As the age of 

extremes receded, liberalism and ‘moderation’ seemed in the ascendant. 

But it proved a false dawn. In October 1929, the Wall Street ‘crash’ 

signalled the return of economic uncertainty, followed soon after by 

the huge fall in commodity prices, the sharp contraction of trade, deep 

rural impoverishment and mass unemployment. The crisis of capital- 

ism became the crisis of liberalism. The survival of nations and their 

internal stability demanded illiberal solutions: protection, autarky, or 

aggressive imperialism (to those with the means); a retreat to the land, 

exiguous self-sufficiency, or desperate rural rebellion to those without 

power. In culture, as in trade, free exchange was devalued in so hos- 

tile a climate. Utopianism, despair and nostalgia werevits more typical 

products. 

This massive upheaval in global conditions held huge implica- 

tions for the British world-system. In the late 1920s, its liberal apol- 

ogists had talked of a ‘third British Empire’, based not on rule but 

on the growth of cooperation and partnership in a world-spanning 

‘Commonwealth’.' Less liberal politicians looked forward to a period 

of political calm in which ‘nationalist’ demands in India, the dominions 

and elsewhere would be soothed by the concession of greater autonomy, 

and disarmed by the knowledge that secession or exit from the imperial 
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embrace was self-defeating at best. The geopolitical scene was benign. 
The risks of devolution declined and the costs of defence fell as the 
threat of armed conflict receded. Despite the heavy burden of war debt, 
the great revival of trade promised the gradual return of Britain’s old 
role as the merchant, shipper, insurer and banker to much of the world, 
and the entrepot of its commerce. Britain remained the one great free 

trading power, just as it had been before 1914. Even British migration 

(now almost entirely to Empire destinations) picked up to the levels of 

the 1890s, if not to the great rush of 1900-14.* But all this was the 

prelude to a great reversal of fortune. 

From 1929 onwards, the British system was caught up in 

the world’s economic and geopolitical earthquake. Almost all the 

conditions on which its wealth and safety depended now looked much 

more uncertain. The threat of a great power assault on British interests 

or territory, a remote possibility before 1930, became increasingly 

real and imperial defence a more arduous task. The contraction of 

world trade, the ever-higher walls of protection, and the renewed war 

between currencies, wrecked the hopes of British exporters and shrank 

the ‘invisible income’ which made up the deficit on the balance of 

trade. Britain’s wealth and prosperity, the core of its power, seemed to 

be dwindling away. As economic catastrophe loomed over much of the 

world, the virus of nationalism (as opinion in Britain was inclined to 

see it) spread wider and deeper. It infected the great powers on whose 

mutual restraint the British system relied — if the costs of defence were to 

be kept within bounds. It encouraged the attack on foreign property and 

trade which the British (with more of both to lose than anyone else) had 

good reason to dread. Nationalist ideology corroded the ‘steel frame’ 

of colonial rule, challenged its systems of political influence and drove 

it willy-nilly into costly coercion. As geopolitics, economics and nation- 

alism converged, Britain’s loose-knit empire, far-flung, ill-defended and 

so reliant on trade, looked like a hostage to fate. Secure in its “Antonine 

Age’ only twenty years earlier, by the mid-1930s the British system 

seemed plunged (to some observers at least) in a terminal crisis. “The 

storm clouds are gathering’, Churchill told the Conservative party in 

December 1934, ‘others are ready and waiting to take our place in the 

world.’3 

There were plenty of those who for partisan reasons foretold 

the early demise of British world power. Expectant Marxists, frustrated 

nationalists and embittered imperialists all wrote its obituary. Even 
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sympathetic observers, peering in from outside, were deeply alarmed. 

‘England is beset by manifold dangers’, wrote the German jurist, 

Herman Kantorowicz, in a book first published (in German) in Novem- 

ber 1929. “The economic foundation of her greatness grows narrower 

from day to day.’ The Americans were. richer, the Germans better 

trained, even the Russians more numerous. Britain’s industries were 

outdated, its workforce overpaid, the recourse to tariffs a delusion. In 

the age of the aeroplane, it was no longer an island, and was too small 

geographically to be an effective air power. The British were also the 

main object of Muslim and Asian resentment, and the ‘colonial epoch’ 

was on its last legs. ‘In this age of nationalism, it will be impossible to 

hold India’; Iraq and Egypt were already slipping the leash. Deprived 

of its empire, Britain would decline ‘into a second Holland’. Much 

of Kantorowicz’s warning was echoed by André Siegfried, a French 

political scientist of unrivalled prestige. In England’s Crisis (1931), he 

emphasised industrial obsolescence, an unsustainable standard of liv- 

ing and the falling away of British foreign investment as the seeds 

of economic decline. The British depended upon international trade: 

they had no choice in the matter. Protection would do them no good. 

But economic nationalism posed a deadly threat. “Caught between a 

“Fordised” America and a “cartelised” Europe, [Britain] will even- 

tually have to enter an international economic alliance.’’ It was not 

strong enough to preserve a worldwide influence and ‘stand alone as 

before’. 

For much of the decade after 1929, British leaders struggled 

to contain the effects of geopolitical change, economic depression and 

nationalist politics. For much of the time, they saw themselves as con- 

fronting the centrifugal forces that were pulling their system apart. 

Their aim, so far as consistent purpose can be seen, was to hold the 

centre: against the threat of strategic defeat, economic implosion or 

social upheaval. They wanted Britain to remain, so far as it could, at 

the centre of world trade. They were determined to keep it in its cen- 

tral position in its own world-system, by hook or by crook. They were 

also anxious to soften the social conflict at home that high unemploy- 

ment might bring. But there was a limit to what they could achieve 

on their own. In the self-governing dominions, preserving the ‘British 

connection’ in more straitened conditions required the support of local 

political leaders acutely aware of their own public opinion. In India it 

was caught up in the four-cornered struggle between the Raj’s ‘steel 
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frame’ of British officials, the Congress politicians, the Muslims and 
the princes. London’s survival as a centre of world trade would turn 
on how well it adapted to the new global economy of blocs, tariffs and 
barter. But what mattered most was beyond British control. The fate of 
their system, British leaders were beginning to learn by the late 19305, 
might really depend on the unsated ambitions of the ‘have-not’ powers — 
Germany, Italy and Japan — and their inscrutable leaders. 

Imperial defence 

Before 1930, there had been good grounds for thinking that the British 

world-system had entered a phase of exceptional freedom from exter- 

nal assault. In no previous period since the 1880s, when the age of 

‘world politics’ began, had British interests (or those of the dominions) 

appeared less exposed to the threat of a great power attack. Of course, 

it was true that mutual suspicion still governed the conduct of great 

power relations. There was much British resentment at the gratuitous 

expansion of the American navy (as it seemed in London) and the sym- 

bolic dethronement of the Royal Navy’s supremacy that they had been 

forced to concede. Periodic tensions with France evoked the reminder 

that, in European terms (and especially in air power), the French would 

be a formidable enemy. The Italians were an irritant when they jos- 

tled and threatened on the frontiers of Egypt, and cast covetous eyes 

on Ethiopia and Yemen. The subversive activity of the Soviet Union, 

whose red hand was seen in the growth of working-class militancy in 

both Europe and Asia, attracted much official attention. Russian agents 

were credited with anti-British activity in the Middle East (in Iran) as 

well as in China. The old imperial bogey of the Russian menace to 

India via the Northwest Frontier took on a new ideological meaning. 

The growth of Japanese power, bluntly restrained by Anglo-American 

pressure in 1921-2, required a watchful presence if Britain’s large inter- 

ests in East Asia were not to be squeezed. Indeed, the British suspected 

that Japan and the Americans were both happy to see British interests 

bear the brunt of the Chinese nationalist attack on foreign privilege that 

was growing in virulence after 1925. 

Yet this pattern of friction was actually quite reassuring. For 

what it revealed was that the most dangerous connections in pre-war 

international diplomacy had fallen apart. Before 1914, the British had 
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seen their main danger in the German domination of Europe. They 

relied by default on the alliance of Russia and France, and on win- 

ning the arms race against German naval expansion. Maintaining the 

European balance of power had been the main pillar of empire defence. 

But its far-reaching demands had been increasingly felt in every vicin- 

ity where European interests competed, in the Middle East and East 

Asia especially. Almost no local matter could be settled without refer- 

ence to its effect on the European balance: and great power relations 

in Europe, with its high-voltage circuits of rumour and fear, quivered 

with the shock of remote detonations and consular outbursts on far- 

away bunds. The ghastly outcome of this ‘old diplomacy’ had revealed 

the fine thread upon which Britain’s security (and imperial defence) 

had really been hung. But, once European peace had been assured 

at Locarno by the Franco-German reconciliation, Europe’s balance of 

power was no longer the key to the peace of the world. Soviet Russia 

was isolated and geostrategically weak. Japan was much stronger in its 

own sphere in East Asia, but had almost no prospect of finding a friend 

among the other great powers. The result was a ‘de-linking’ of the 

regional conflicts so dangerously linked up before 1914 — to Britain’s 

great strategic advantage. With a navy that was more than equal under 

the Washington terms to those of France and Italy combined, and much 

stronger than Japan’s, the British had little to fear from a Mediterranean 

dispute, or a Japanese attack on their interests in Asia, and no reason 

to fear that they might coincide. There was no likely combination of 

powers to prevent them from holding their own in Europe, the Middle 

East, the Indian Ocean or East Asia, nor from applying their power in 

the theatre they wanted and at the time of their choosing. It was not 

simply that the British were the one global power: no coalition against 

them had any chance of cohering. 

This highly favourable turn owed a great deal to the path of 

American power. The British approached this leviathan with a volatile 

mixture of admiration, mistrust and judicious appeasement. Britain is 

faced, remarked a senior Foreign Office official (with an American wife) 

in late 1928, 

with a phenomenon for which there is no parallel in our 

modern history — a State twenty-five times as large, five 

times as wealthy, three times as populous, twice as 

ambitious, almost invulnerable, and at least our equal in 
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prosperity, vital energy, technical equipment and industrial 
science. This State has risen to its present stage of 

development at a time when Great Britain is still staggering 

from the effects of the superhuman effort made during the 

War, is loaded with a great burden of debt and is crippled 
by the evil of unemployment.° 

As Craigie’s memorandum suggested, the American challenge 

to Britain’s commercial and industrial power was just as potent as that 

to its maritime primacy. But, if yielding naval supremacy still stuck in 

the admirals’ craw, and if the American ‘style’ in diplomatic exchange 

seemed designed to annoy, the transatlantic ‘phenomenon’ had done 

little real damage to British world interests. Perhaps the reverse. It was 

American capital (as we saw in the last chapter) that had smoothed the 

path of European peace, but without exacting the price in diplomatic 

allegiance another great power might have sought. America’s maritime 

might, scaled against Britain’s, was in practice deployed against the 

power that was thought to threaten them both. From 1922 onwards, 

the bulk of the United States Navy was placed in the Pacific.7 While 

‘War Plan Red’ (for an Anglo-American war) gathered dust, ‘War Plan 

Orange’ (against Japan) was real. Anglo-American tensions remained. 

They were fuelled by the old quarrel over ‘belligerent rights’: whether 

a naval blockade (the British weapon in a European war) could be 

used to prevent the traffic of ‘neutral’ (in practice American) trade; 

and by American pressure for a further reduction of fleet strengths. 

In London, governments of both parties accepted the case for a new 

naval agreement. The London Naval Conference of 1930 preserved 

the existing distribution of maritime power (including that of Japan), 

extended the ‘holiday’ in battleship building until 1936, averted the 

threat of a race to build cruisers, and restored good relations across the 

Atlantic.® 
As it turned out, the conference was the swan song of the short 

golden age of post-war security. The lowering background to the naval 

agreement had been the deepening crisis in the world economy. The 

storm broke in East Asia. The acute dependence of Japan on over- 

seas trade, Japanese fears of exclusion from their markets in China 

(as Kuomintang rule was extended), and their long-standing suspicion 

of British and American commercial designs in East Asia, created an 

aggressive and panicky mood in Japanese politics.? When the full force 
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of depression was felt in early 1931, and with it the threat of vio- 

lent social unrest, civilian politicians lost control of the army. China’s 

huge northern province of Manchuria had been a target of Japanese 

economic penetration since before 1914. The ‘South Manchurian Rail- 

way’, its large ‘railway zone’, and the colonial army based on the Kwan- 

tung peninsula, were the means through which their regional power was 

asserted. In September 1931, perhaps to pre-empt future resistance from 

the migrant Chinese now flooding into Manchuria,'° Japanese officers 

exploited a trivial fracas to impose the ‘Kwantung’ army’s control over 

the whole of the province, to which their colleagues at home extracted 

Tokyo’s assent. It was a gross contravention of the Washington treaties 

(the post-war charter of East Asian security), a massive infringement of 

China’s territorial integrity and (not least) an obvious breach of Japan’s 

obligations as a member of the League. 

There was thus every reason for a fierce British reaction. The 

restraint of Japan had been a key part of the post-war peace settlement. 

It meant a great deal to the Pacific dominions, whose fear of Japan was 

tightly bound up with their racial exclusiveness as white British soci- 

eties. Among the Western powers with a stake in China’s economy, the 

British had the most to lose — with much more in investment and trade 

than the United States. Of the great hub of their interests, the port-city 

of Shanghai and its British-run enclave the ‘International Settlement’, 

the Foreign Office had remarked that ‘no Chinese government is as yet 

fit to control the destinies of a city which... compares with London and 

New York’. Indeed, ‘whenever real danger threatens the city... British 

interests ...are so great that British troops must be sent to protect the 

Settlement, just as though it were a British possession’.'' Japan’s eco- 

nomic imperialism was unlikely to stay far away in the north: Taiwan, 

after all, was a Japanese colony, and the Japanese presence was already 

strong in Shanghai. London, however, was very reluctant to take the 

lead on Manchuria. ‘Avoid at all costs an open breach with Japan’!” 

was the watchword of policy. This was partly because a possible armed 

confrontation was extremely unwelcome at a time of enormous uncer- 

tainty in Britain’s own politics in 1931-2. But it also reflected two 

other constraints whose force was compelling. The first was the doubt 

whether it was in Britain’s real interests to oppose Japan on Manchuria. 

The British had conceded (in 1926) that their extra-territorial privileges 

in China (symbolised by their treaty-port rights, in Shanghai above all) 

could not be maintained against the nationalist opposition in China. 
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They had begun their retreat from the beleaguered outposts of the 
old treaty-port system. But they regarded the Kuomintang national- 
ism of Chiang Kai-shek as xenophobic and unstable, and dreaded a 
wholesale’assault on British persons and property. ‘A strong China is 
not a necessity to us; indeed the preservation of Hong Kong, and, as 
long as possible, of our remaining special rights in China, suffices to 
suggest the contrary’, was the cold comment in London on an enthusi- 

astic despatch from the Peking legation expressing the opposite view."3 

Attacking Japan on China’s behalf thus had little appeal. The second 

factor at work was a well-merited caution. Coercing Japan meant send- 

ing a fleet to Northeastern Asia at a time when the nearest fully fledged 

naval base was no closer than Malta. Few naval strategists would have 

needed reminding that sending a navy from Europe into the Sea of 

Japan was an exceptionally hazardous business. For the Russians at 

Tshushima in May 1905 it had been a catastrophe.'+ Even courting a 

quarrel (by the imposing of sanctions on Japanese trade) might expose 

British interests to threats and reprisals that would be hard to fend off 

without a strong naval presence, and unsafe to embark on without large 

reinforcements to send if need be. 

As a result, and with no hope of forging an Anglo-American 

front, the British response was carefully muted. Japan was condemned 

by the League, but took little notice. However, the need to strengthen 

Britain’s East Asian presence was taken up by the Admiralty which 

began its campaign for naval expansion and a fleet large enough to fight 

simultaneously in Europe and the Far East. Hitler’s accession to power 

in January 1933, and his open rejection of disarmament in October that 

year, hugely strengthened its case. Even those who believed that Japan 

would only be dangerous if Britain were already embroiled elsewhere, 

now had to consider the renewed possibility of a conflict with Germany, 

by far the strongest (if only potentially) of the European powers. It was 

no longer a matter of an (improbable) war with France or Italy. If 

Germany resumed its old place as a great military power, the Navy 

would need to be able to impose a blockade (its weapon of choice) 

or contain a new German fleet built along pre-1914 lines. The Chiefs 

of Staff had already denounced (in March 1932) Britain’s ‘defenceless’ 

position in East Asia. In November 1933, in the wake of Hitler’s pro- 

nouncement, the Cabinet approved the creation of a ‘Defence Require- 

ments Sub-Committee’ to consider what extra spending was needed."5 

Its proceedings record the drastic alteration of the geopolitical scene 
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since the halcyon days of 1926-31. But they also reveal the doubts and 

divisions over how best to respond to the (still dimly glimpsed) new 

patterns of power. . 
The argument turned on the relative dangers posed by Ger- 

man and Japanese aggression. In the Admiralty’s view, Britain had to 

be able to deter and defeat an attack by Japan, which meant a strong 

Eastern fleet to match the Japanese navy. Japan, after all, was now a 

great island empire that stretched from the Kuriles to Taiwan and since 

1918 into the Central and South Pacific; and a mainland power that 

ruled over Korea and the client state of Manchukuo (as Manchuria 

was renamed). The disarmament terms of the Washington treaties had 

barred new fortified bases in East Asian waters — a strategic boon to 

Japan which had little to fear from Hong Kong or American bases in 

Guam and the Philippines.'® Even Singapore was poorly defended and 

lacked proper dry-docking facilities. Yet the Royal Navy had to defend 

Britain’s interests in China (in an era when new markets had excep- 

tional value), its commercial sea-lanes, its Southeast Asian possessions 

(and those of the Dutch, their strategic dependants), as well as two 

great provinces of the ‘British world’ in Australia and New Zealand. 

If it failed to do so, or suffered a setback in trying, the British world- 

system would suffer a staggering and perhaps irreversible blow. For, in 

a naval perspective, a defeat of this kind would quickly lead on to the 

loss of British control in the Indian Ocean, severing Britain’s links with 

its most powerful possession of all, and opening the East and South 

African coasts to attack from the sea. The whole hinterland of British 

world power, that had helped Britain sustain the brutal struggle in 

Europe and the Middle East less than two decades earlier, would have 

been swept from its grasp. The rest would soon follow. This apocalyptic 

scenario was reinforced by the view that Japan had become a new ‘Prus- 

sian’ state: aggressive, militaristic and set on regional domination’” — 

a suspicion that was strengthened by its further advance in North China. 

Japan was a real and immediate danger, so this argument ran: the Ger- 

mans would follow in several years’ time. But what was urgently neces- 

sary was the decision to build up the navy to be able to deal with them 

both simultaneously."® 

But not everyone believed in the scale or immediacy of the 

Japanese challenge, let alone the wisdom of confronting it militar- 

ily. Britain could not fight two wars at once, said the Treasury flatly. 

Other expert opinion saw the Japanese threat as more economic than 
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military, and hobbled by the resistance of Kuomintang China. Still 
others insisted that the Germans remained the ‘ultimate’ enemy — the 
phrase that crept into the Committee’s report. If they were deterred, 
then the Japanese would not move. The fiercest attack on the navy’s 
position came from Neville Chamberlain, now Chancellor of the Exche- 
quer in the National Government. As Chancellor he was determined to 

keep defence spending within bounds, since the public finances were the 

bedrock of everything. But he was also (for a Chamberlain) surprisingly 

sceptical about the real threat from Japan and the fear it evoked in the 

Pacific dominions. His favoured solution was a friendly approach to 

Japan, perhaps even a pact.'? The much more urgent priority in Cham- 

berlain’s eyes was the protection of Britain in Europe, and against 

attack from the air. This was best done not by expanding the navy but 

by deploying a ‘deterrent’ — a large force of bombers to cripple any 

potential assailant. When the Cabinet came to discuss the Committee’s 

report, Chamberlain’s campaign for an Anglo-Japanese understanding 

won little support. The objection was obvious — that it would wreck 

Anglo-American relations with far-reaching effects on Britain’s general 

position — and also decisive. But there was no real agreement on how 

to proceed, perhaps because of the scale of the ‘Eastern’ commitment 

required. Instead, Chamberlain was allowed to draw up the final rec- 

ommendations — a chance he seized with a vengeance. The result was 

to cut back the sum proposed for the navy by some 60 per cent and put 

it instead towards expanding the air force.*° 

The sometimes angry debate in Committee and Cabinet 

exposed the strategic dilemma of the whole British system. If the East 

was neglected the whole empire might fall. If the West was exposed, 

Britain itself was at risk. If both were defended to the level required, 

Britain would be bankrupt. It was not surprising, perhaps, that policy- 

makers looked for less drastic solutions, and hoped to get by. The 

British and Americans both came to agree that the real restraint on 

Japan was the Soviet Union, which had much more to lose from Japan’s 

East Asian imperialism, and had the military power to strike Japan 

where it mattered.*! British officials worked hard to persuade the Amer- 

icans that they shared the same view of Japan as a threat and would 

not jeopardise Anglo-American solidarity by an approach to Japan — 

whatever Chamberlain said. They largely succeeded. When the naval 

agreements came up for review in 1934-5, President Roosevelt con- 

veyed by a nod and a wink that no objection would be made to Britain’s 
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naval expansion: Atlantic rivalry was suspended.** In Europe, mean- 

while, the Admiralty won what it saw as a useful reprieve. Abandoning 

the fiction that the Germans were bound by Versailles, it got Hitler’s 

agreement that a new German navy would be kept at just over one- 

third of Britain’s own strength — a concession that bought time for its 

own naval programme.*3 When the Chiefs of Staff reviewed the state 

of British defences at the start of 1935 (and before the agreement), they 

made the grudging admission that there was enough naval strength to 

fight Germany and Japan at the same time — as long as France was an 

ally. ‘With France as our Ally, the naval situation in Europe would wear 

a different complexion, and the main British fleet would be available 

to defend our Empire in the East.’*4 Six months later, their view was 

much darker. 

What had happened in between was a third great shock to the 

geostrategic foundations of the British world-system. In late 1934, a 

fierce dispute had blown up between Italy and Ethiopia on the border 

between the Ethiopian Ogaden and Italian Somaliland. It soon became 

clear that Mussolini had no intention of reaching a peaceful resolu- 

tion and was set on the partial or total acquisition of Haile Selassie’s 

empire. The French government was concerned most of all to avoid 

friction with Italy (its long-standing Mediterranean rival) which would 

weaken its hand in dealing with Hitler. In January 1935, it agreed 

that Rome should be free to deal with Ethiopia as it wished. This 

confronted the British with an unpleasant dilemma. As the strongest 

League power and champion of collective security, Britain could hardly 

look on while one League member state set out to swallow another. 

But taking the lead to thwart the aggressor was just as unwelcome. 

Britain should not be manoeuvred ‘into playing an isolated and futile 

role of opposition’, said Robert Vansittart, the permanent head of the 

Foreign Office.*5 It was perfectly obvious, said a chorus of voices, 

that the effort to do so would enrage Mussolini, and drive him out 

of the League and into a compact with Hitler. Vansittart dreamed 

hopelessly of an imperial deal: compensating an Ethiopian cession to 

Italy with a tract of British Somaliland. The crisis, he said, was really 

the fault of ‘our hogging policy’ in not giving the Italians one of the 

German lost colonies. ‘I have long thought the distribution of this lim- 

ited globe quite untenable and quite unjustifiable. Like fools we made 

it worse at Versailles... We are grossly overloaded.’*® There was no 

French support for such an exchange, and, by August 1935, the British 
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were contemplating the cost if the League imposed sanctions to restrain 
Mussolini. 

Quite apart from the danger of playing into Germany’s hands, 
the risk of an armed confrontation with Italy was regarded with hor- 
ror in the Admiralty. Britain was quite unprepared for a conflict, the 
First Sea Lord warned.*? The programme of replacements meant that 

the navy’s strength would decline before it recovered at the end of the 

decade, so that even the loss of two or three large ships in a Mediter- 

ranean war would be calamitous.**® Both he and Hankey, the power- 

ful Secretary to the Committee of Imperial Defence, were determined 

that Britain should avoid being dragged into ‘the miserable business of 

collective security’ (Chatfield’s phrase). What was needed was a two- 

power fleet to counter Germany and Japan, and good relations with 

Italy. As matters fell out, the British had the worst of both worlds. 

Under pressure, the Cabinet decided to apply certain sanctions to show 

disapproval. But, fearing to take the decisive step of imposing sanctions 

on oil, in December 1935 it despatched Samuel Hoare, the Foreign 

Secretary, to concert with the French on a new compromise offer that 

would give Mussolini effective control over much of Ethiopia: the infa- 

mous Hoare-Laval pact. Amid a huge public outcry (the government 

had just won re-election on a platform extolling its commitment to 

collective security), Hoare was disowned, the pact cast aside and ‘light’ 

sanctions maintained. Amid continuing high tension in the Mediter- 

ranean, the means and the will were lacking to challenge Hitler’s forced 

remilitarisation of the Rhineland in March 1936. ‘If we are seriously to 

consider the possibility of war with Germany’, declared the Chiefs of 

Staff on x April, ‘it is essential that the Services should be relieved of 

their Mediterranean responsibilities, otherwise our position is utterly 

unsafe.’?? In May, Mussolini declared the war in Ethiopia won. In 

June, the British abandoned their sanctions. But the hope of restoring 

Anglo-Italian amity proved very far-fetched. 

‘There is now the possibility of a hostile Italy on our main 

line of imperial communications’, reported the Defence Requirements 

Committee in November 193 5.3° By the following year, although there 

was some disagreement over Mussolini’s objectives, Italy’s hostility 

(and its alignment with Germany) had become a new fact of geopolitical 

life. The result was to force a drastic revision of imperial strategy. There 

could be no question of a war on three fronts: the Navy would have its 

hands full in the East and at home. The implication was brutal. Unless 
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French support was assured, the British could not hope to maintain 

their naval command in the Mediterranean if a crisis arose in the East. 

It was a tacit admission — despite public denials — that, faced with a war 

in the East, the route round the Cape and not the short route via Suez 

might have to be used. Britain’s Middle East empire would have to fend 

for itself.3' Of course, this was still just a grim calculation not an actual 

reality. But it hugely reinforced the sense of strain and anxiety that had 

begun to infuse British foreign policy as a whole. 

It is important, however, not to exaggerate the scale of British 

difficulties as they appeared at this stage. In effect, what had happened 

was that, after the dream-like interval in which the peace of Europe had 

seemed safe, the British found themselves back in the world of compet- 

itive Weltpolitik they had known before 1914. The need to withdraw 

from the Mediterranean to meet the German threat had been accepted 

once before — in the great strategic rethink of 1912. The threat posed 

by Germany in 1936-7 was still modest indeed compared with that 

which had faced them in 1914. Of course, the real source of British, 

and especially naval, alarm was the new fact of dispersal. In 1914, the 

British could mass almost their whole fleet in the Orkneys, in the knowl- 

edge that the blockade of German sea-power would keep their Empire 

secure. Now they must divide their sea strength in two at opposite ends 

of the globe if their rivals coalesced. The most urgent requirement that 

followed from this was to ease the friction with Italy, while pressing 

on with the rearmament needed for a ‘new standard’ navy that could 

face down the Germans and the Japanese, simultaneously if need be. It 

was from this position of strength that British leaders hoped to restore 

‘discipline’ to Europe’s diplomacy, and persuade the Hitler regime that 

it would gain little by delaying a new general settlement. In the mean- 

time, of course, they had to be cautious, and sometimes disingenuous — 

as when they reassured the Pacific dominions that they would guard 

the Mediterranean as well as sending the fleet to Singapore, come what 

may. ‘Singapore’, said Lord Chatfield, the First Sea Lord and profes- 

sional head of the navy, ‘was first class assurance for the security of 

Australia.’>* It was vital not to provoke their three possible enemies 

into a real (as opposed to rhetorical) combination.33 But, if they kept 

up their guard, and avoided a crisis, the long-run alignment of forces 

seemed set in their favour. ‘Welfare states’, remarked Alfred Zimmern 

(he meant the democratic states of Europe, the United States and the 

white dominions), ‘enjoy an overwhelming preponderance of power, 
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confirmed and increased by their command of the oceans, except for 
the time being the Western Pacific.’34 Rejecting economic concessions 
to Germany, Neville Chamberlain expected the improvement in world 
trade (and the rise in world prices) to force an eventual retreat from 
Hitler’s policy of arms and autarky.35 Indeed, almost as much as before 
1914, the British expected that their commerce power would have the 
last word in any global confrontation — as long as they played their 
cards well in the game of world politics. 

The new economics of Empire 

At first sight, such confidence seems strange. After all, the British econ- 

omy lived in the shadow of depression as much as any other. There were 

also good grounds for thinking that the British had been the great losers 

from the economic catastrophe of 1929-31 and the huge contraction 

in world trade that had set in thereafter — just as they had prospered 

in the era of trade boom before 1914. Worse still, they had entered 

the depression from a position of weakness: burdened by debt; with 

their old staple industries of cotton and coal in decline; and with their 

exports held back by the high value of sterling. Because the collapse 

of world prices in 1930 was severest in commodities like grain, rice, 

rubber and minerals, it was primary producers that were hardest hit. 

As their incomes declined, so did their imports. For the British at home 

this meant a triple disaster. Much of their export trade was directed 

towards such primary producers, in their Empire especially. The great 

commodities traffic, and the reverse flow of manufactures, employed 

much British shipping —a critical source of invisible income. And a huge 

amount of British capital was still invested in the infrastructure needed 

to bring primary goods to market (railways, harbours, freezing works, 

warehousing etc.) as well as in their actual production on plantations 

and in mines. The slump in world trade threatened British wealth on 

almost all fronts. 

Indeed, it is easy to see the 1930s as marking the great water- 

shed in Britain’s capacity to meet the economic demands of imperial 

power, or to sustain a world-system of which it was the leader. As many 

contemporaries observed, the engines that had driven the long age of 

expansion up to 1914 now seemed worn out. British manufactures 

lost their competitive edge and also a large part of their market. The 



432 / ‘The great liner is sinking’ 

failure was most glaring in the sad condition of the textile industry, 

especially Lancashire cottons. Before 1914, textiles made up around 

40 per cent of British exports by value; and the British supplied two- 

thirds of the world trade in cotton goods. By 1938, that figure had 

fallen to around a quarter.3° In India, by far Lancashire’s best market 

in 1913, its sales had fallen by nearly 90 per cent by the end of the 

19308.37 Overall, Britain’s share of the world’s manufactured exports 

fell from 25 per cent in 1913 to 19 per cent in 1937, partly reflecting 

the fact that its newer industries (like cars and pharmaceuticals) could 

not fill the gap left by the old and declining industries. Industrial weak- 

ness was bound to do damage to British trade and traders. Without 

competitive goods to sell, British trading companies that had played a 

large role in the organisation of commerce in Asia, Africa and Latin 

America found themselves under pressure from European, American 

and Japanese rivals. Some went to the wall and their misfortunes spilt 

over to affect London’s place in world trade.3* These difficulties in the 

export of goods were matched by the fall-off in the export of capital. 

Partly because of the effects of the slump in the traditional fields of 

British investment, partly because of public and private borrowing at 

home, the amounts raised in London for overseas issues fell to perhaps 

one tenth of their pre-1914 level? virtually all of it for sterling country 

destinations. In the harsh conditions of the 1930s, the British seemed to 

have abandoned the practice once regarded as vital to their commercial 

success: priming the pump of economic development in less-developed 

countries, and creating consumers for their export industries. Finally, 

as if all this was not enough, it looked as if the long surge of population 

growth in mainland Britain had finally petered out. The ‘export sur- 

plus’ of migrants would no longer pour out to the ‘white dominions’. 

Perhaps even more serious was the clear implication that, as a market 

for foodstuffs (the staples of Canadian, Australian and New Zealand 

trade), Britain was now stagnant.4° Perhaps the old mutual interest in 

markets, money and men between Britain and its ‘invisible empire’ of 

trade (inside and outside the ‘visible’ Empire) was just fading away. 

The causes went deeper than the apparent shortcomings of the 

British economy. Much of Britain’s prosperity before the First World 

War had been due to the relative openness of markets in Europe and 

Latin America, as well as in Asia, where free trade was imposed by rule 

(as in India) or by force (as in China). Free trading conditions encour- 

aged the investment of capital, whose dividend could be paid from the 
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proceeds of exports that reached the world market through London. 
They made it natural for many primary-product economies to rely on 
British shipping, insurance and banks to get their produce to market 
and manage its sale. But, after 1918, there was no real return to the 
age of free-ish trade. Instead, the disruptions of war, the burden of debt 
(requiring new revenue sources) and the break-up of empires in Europe 

and the Near East fostered economic nationalism: to safeguard domes- 

tic prosperity against external upheaval and (in new states especially) to 

reinforce weak political bonds with the glue of economic self-interest. 

Agrarian protection became almost universal in Europe.4! With the 

onset of slump, things got far worse. Soviet Russia and Germany became 

closed autarkic economies. The United States withdrew behind mas- 

sive walls of protection — the Smoot—Hawley tariff of 1930. Existing 

tariff barriers (as in the ‘white dominions’) rose higher. Exchange con- 

trol became widespread, threatening the multilateral pattern of trade 

with bilateral bargains and barter. None of this boded well for British 

finance, trade and industry. Nor, at least in the short term, did another 

new feature of the global economy, the industrialisation of Asia. It 

was the intense competition of Japanese cottons, combined with the 

growth of textile manufacture in India, which destroyed so much of 

Lancashire’s market. Even in China, where mechanised production had 

developed more slowly, it was a similar story. There, British cottons 

sold barely 1 per cent of their 1913 figure in 1936.4” 

Despite all these setbacks, the decade of depression in the world 

economy did not bring a collapse in British economic power. But it did 

lead to big changes in the way that it worked. The impact of the crash 

on the New York stock exchange in October 1929, and the trade con- 

traction that followed, were soon felt in London. Unemployment rose 

steeply from 1.2 million in 1929 to 1.9 million the following year and 

2.6 million in 1931. The balance of payments grew less healthy and then 

crashed into deficit. Public spending shot up to meet the new burdens of 

borrowing and benefits. As American lenders began to call in their loans 

to meet obligations at home, they sparked a banking crisis in Europe 

where too much had been lent ‘long’ on the back of American funds. 

Soon, those who held sterling in London (attracted in part by the high 

interest rates offered there) became anxious to sell it or exchange it for 

gold (the pound was freely convertible) for similar reasons. By August 

1931, the loss of gold was acute, while the ‘unbalanced’ budget stoked 

fears of financial collapse, as the government borrowed more to meet 
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its current outgoings. Governing without an overall majority, Ramsay 

MacDonald accepted the need for an all-party coalition, a ‘national’ 

government to meet the emergency. What began as a temporary mea- 

sure, to last for a few weeks, became a coalition regime that endured 

for a decade. Likewise, its emergency actions to forestall the danger of 

sterling’s collapse shaped an economic regime that lasted until it was 

overcome by disaster after June 1940. 

The National Government took two crucial decisions. The first 

was to abandon the fixed price of sterling in gold, allowing the pound 

to ‘float’ against other currencies. In effect, the pound was devalued. 

Since sterling was still the most widely used currency in international 

trade (and thus a source of great profit to the City of London), such a 

move might have seemed exceptionally risky, to be reversed as quickly 

as conditions allowed. But that is not what happened. Instead, sterling 

was left to float for the rest of the decade, while remaining convertible. 

For much of that time, between 1933 and 1938, its value was stable, 

and the pound kept its status as the principal medium of international 

exchange. There were two reasons for this. 

The first was London’s success in forming a large ‘sterling bloc’, 

whose members pegged the value of their currency to sterling, and kept 

much if not all of their reserves of foreign exchange as sterling. This 

formed a huge trading zone — the largest in the world — whose currencies 

enjoyed a stable relationship. Parts of this zone had little choice in 

the matter. The monetary affairs of Britain’s colonial territories were 

run by local ‘currency boards’. A colony’s money supply was directly 

controlled by the size and value of its sterling reserve in London. When 

London devalued, so did the colony. Much the same was true — although 

with considerably more argument — in the case of India. India suffered 

badly from the fall in commodity prices and the fragile state of its 

public finances (with their heavy dependence on customs receipts and 

agrarian revenues) threatened to damage the value of the rupee — a 

situation made worse by the protracted uncertainty over India’s new 

constitution. A further large complication was India’s sterling debt — 

the so-called ‘Home Charges’ - made up of pensions, loan interest 

and the annual bill for the large British garrison, all of whose costs fell 

on the Indian budget. London insisted that the Home Charges be paid, 

whatever the price. It demanded that the rupee remained pegged to 

sterling, and vetoed any idea of reducing its value in sterling terms. The 

reason it could do so was that, although the Viceroy and his government 
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enjoyed some fiscal autonomy (and would have liked more), ultimate 
control over India’s external finances was kept firmly in Whitehall, even 
after the promise of dominion self-government in the 1935 Act.43 

With other users of sterling, London relied not on rule but self- 
interest. In three of the six white dominions, Australia, New Zealand 

and South Africa, the local pound was now pegged to sterling, not 

gold.44 Here, the British market was all-important and commercial 

banking was too enmeshed with the City to make any alternative 

viable — although South Africa’s gold and its nationalist politics kept it 

on the gold standard until 1933. Canada might have followed with its 

dollar except for the scale of its debts in New York: the fall of sterling 

against the American dollar had made this too much of a risk. Two 

‘semi-colonies’ did follow: Egypt, which sold almost all its raw cotton 

to Britain (and sold little else), and Iraq (a British mandate until 1932). 

Lastly, there was a group of European states — the four Nordic coun- 

tries and Portugal — for whom Britain’s huge share of their exports and 

their dependence on sterling receipts, made pegging on sterling the key 

to financial stability. 

Secondly, the attractions of sterling were greatly reinforced by 

the overall success of its management. This was jealously guarded in 

London and largely controlled not so much by the Bank as by the 

Treasury and the ‘Exchange Equalisation Account’ whose funds it 

supplied.45 The object of the Account was partly to prevent sterling 

rising or falling too sharply. But it was also meant to ensure that ster- 

ling’s value was kept at a level that allowed ‘cheap money’ — interest 

rates of around 2 per cent — to prevail in Britain. A cheap money policy 

helped Britain recover from depression more quickly than most other 

economies (the main exception was Japan) and much more quickly than 

the United States. Financially conservative governments (pursuing bal- 

anced budgets) reassured overseas holders of sterling. The result, so it 

seemed, was a virtuous circle. The willingness of sterling bloc countries 

to keep substantial balances in London helped to strengthen the pound. 

The balances allowed London to keep up sterling’s value, despite the 

large deficit in Britain’s balance of payments, without drawing down 

its investment overseas. Indeed, they even permitted some modest new 

issues to sterling countries abroad — as the tacit pay-off for their discre- 

tion and loyalty.*° 
In the depths of the crisis in 193 1-2, the British government had 

taken a second decision no less far-reaching than ‘going off gold’. At the 
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Imperial Conference in 1930, the Labour government and its Cobdenite 

chancellor, Philip Snowden, had dismissed the idea of a graded tariff 

on imports to give dominion producers a privileged share in the British 

market. But, as economic prospects grew bleaker, the appeal of pro- 

tection in Britain, once confined to sections of the industrial economy, 

became almost irresistible. Even the City, where free trade sentiment 

had usually been strong, had now been won over.47 Over the protests 

of its rump of free traders, the National Government (whose leaders 

had decided to seek an electoral mandate in October 1931) agreed to 

impose a new general tariff. The clinching argument was that action 

was needed to check the huge wave of imports and a further run on the 

pound.4® However, Neville Chamberlain’s import duties bill in Febru- 

ary 19324? offered to delay tariffs against British Empire countries to 

allow time to arrange a system of mutual preferences. This was the 

purpose of the Ottawa Conference in 1932. 

The Ottawa system marked the double departure of Britain 

from free trade. The British had adopted unilateral protection to save 

their balance of payments and the value of sterling, and to guard what 

remained of their agriculture against an impending disaster. With the 

Ottawa system they emerged as the leader of a large trading bloc, 

whose members favoured each other by discriminatory tariffs — the 

so-called ‘imperial preference’. Needless to say, this did not mean that 

London imposed its commercial agenda — we shall see in a minute that 

the City’s commercial empire had very mixed fortunes after 1930. If 

the British delegation had hoped for ‘empire free trade’ — giving their 

manufactures free entry to dominion markets, they were quickly dis- 

abused. Dominion leaders were determined to protect their own ‘infant’ 

industries, and would not have survived had they failed to do so. They 

were (as always) deeply suspicious of London’s official ‘machine’ — the 

bureaucratic phrase-mongers who would tie them in knots — and its 

political masters. As Joseph Chamberlain’s son, Neville Chamberlain 

might have expected a warm Canadian welcome, especially from Prime 

Minister Bennett, a Canadian tory. But Bennett, said Chamberlain (pri- 

vately), ‘lied like a trooper and... alternately blustered, bullied, sobbed, 

prevaricated, delayed and obstructed to the very last moment’.5° The 

British delegates found themselves conceding preferential access to the 

British market. What they got in return was far from free entry: it was 

more like exemption from the still higher tariff rates that were piled on 

non-British imports. Hence the best estimate is that, while the Empire 
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countries increased their share of Britain’s imports by around ro per 
cent, their share of British exports grew by only half that figure: the 
effects on British output were marginal.5' The Empire market, despite 
much excitable rhetoric,5* could not be the saviour of the British export 
economy. 

Yet British leaders were not entirely dissatisfied. They wanted 

to protect Britain’s own floundering agriculture, but could hardly have 

done so without some concession to dominion producers. They may 

have thought that offering imperial preference would help to silence 

demands for a general devaluation of dominion currencies against ster- 

ling, with dangerous consequences for its strength and stability. Ensur- 

ing the dominions’ access to the market in Britain would make it less dif- 

ficult for them to remit what they owed in interest and dividends. They 

had also checked the drift upwards of dominion tariffs against British 

goods. Most of all, perhaps, they hoped that the agreed lowering of 

tariffs among all Empire countries would create a zone of recovery that 

would encourage other states.53 Meanwhile, they pressed on with the 

making of bilateral agreements with those non-Empire countries with 

whom their commercial relations were close. Denmark (which com- 

peted with Canada in supplying bacon to the British breakfast-table) 

was given a fixed share of the market in return for its promise to buy 

British coal.54 Similar agreements were made with the other Scandi- 

navian countries. In 1933, the so-called Roca—Runciman pact allowed 

Argentina, which sent 40 per cent of its exports to Britain, to keep 

almost all its pre-Ottawa share of the British market for chilled beef. 

The price the British attached for throwing this lifeline (no other market 

existed for Argentine beef) was that almost all the foreign exchange that 

Buenos Aires earned from Britain would be used to remit the interest 

and dividends from the large British investment in the country’s rail- 

ways and utilities. These had been blocked by Argentina’s exchange 

control since the onset of depression.»*5 

Imperial preference and the pacts London made with the ‘agree- 

ment’ countries helped to stave off the worst effects of depression and 

also the danger that other countries would retaliate against the British 

recourse to devaluation and protection.5° They softened the blow of 

export weakness elsewhere — against Japanese and Indian competition, 

the closing of Germany, and universal high tariffs. But, by 1937, it was 

clear that they could not reverse the relative decline of British economic 

power since the First World War. In the ten years before 1914, the 
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deficit on merchandise trade had usually been balanced by the income 

that poured in from investments overseas, so that when other invisi- 

ble trade was added the result was a large current account surplus. In 

the 1930s, this ceased to be true, as imports surged up and invisibles 

fell back. This reflected in part the senescence of parts of London’s 

commercial empire — its huge holdings in railways and shipping, now 

largely unprofitable — and the loss of income from commodity trades. 

Though the British kept their grip on telecommunications>” in other 

new industries like civil aircraft and oil (on which global pre-eminence 

would come to depend) they were less well placed than the United 

States. Nor could the British deter even their closest trade partners from 

the quest for new markets (as Australia looked to Japan), and greater 

self-sufficiency in industrial goods. Neville Chamberlain admitted as 

much. The dominions, he noted in May 1936, 

have reached an important turning-point in their 

history... It must be brought home to them that their most 

important market, namely the United Kingdom, could no 

longer absorb their expanding production, and in years to 

come would take a diminishing rather than increasing share 

of their production... If the Dominions in future were to 

be able to find employment for an increasing population, 

they must develop their secondary industries.* 

Yet, for the moment at least, the British held on. London 

remained the centre of a great commercial system commanding almost 

one-third of world trade.5? It was no longer the ‘Queen City’ of its 

Edwardian heyday: the United States was too powerful. It frustrated 

the British attempt to devalue the pound against the American dollar — 

by devaluing the dollar. Its huge gold reserve, the new gold-backed 

dollar (revalued against gold in 1934) and its massive industrial power 

made its enmity dangerous in economic affairs. At moments of cri- 

sis, capital lodged in London might flee to New York. But it seems 

premature to assume that America had taken Britain’s old place as 

the pivot of the world economy. The American commitment to free 

trade (under the Reciprocal Trade Agreement Act of 1934) made 

only limited progress.°° America remained mired in depression and 

recovered much more slowly than Britain. And, while the Americans 

had invested abroad at a much higher rate than the British between 
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1924 and 1931, the roles were reversed thereafter when US investment 
slumped almost to nothing.*' In a world economy without a single great 
centre, the British were still a great economic power, able to muster 
huge foreign resources and call up old debts. But the Achilles heel of 

their system — the lack of a war-chest in American dollars, and the 

frailty of the pound once Europe lurched towards war — would soon be 
revealed. 

The Empire state 

How did opinion in Britain react to the upheaval and stress that afflicted 

the British world-system after 19292? There was some reason to doubt 

whether an electorate now based on universal adult suffrage (women 

under thirty were enfranchised in 1928) would respond sympathetically 

to the calls for rearmament or approve the confrontation with Germany, 

Italy and Japan over the fate of ‘far-off countries of which we know 

nothing’. Beset by economic misfortune at home, would the British 

electorate regard the furious parliamentary arguments over Indian self- 

rule that raged from 1930 until 1934 as an annoying distraction and 

India itself as an unprofitable burden better quickly laid down? Would 

a fully democratic electorate repudiate the coercive and authoritarian 

methods on which imperial rule still had to depend? Would the feeling 

of kinship towards ‘overseas Britons’ survive in an age when migration 

had ground to a halt? With the violent contraction of world trade, 

had the old argument of empire — that it helped to secure industrial 

employment at home — now gone by the board? Would the public see 

the Empire as an obsolete shell, a set of futile global commitments 

bringing neither profit nor honour? After all, the most striking effect 

of depression on the British economy was the apparent decline of its 

external dependence. Exports had absorbed one-quarter of output in 

1914. Twenty years later, that proportion had halved. Had Britain 

turned inward? 

There were certainly many Conservatives who feared the 

advance of ‘socialist’? sympathies in the new mass electorate, and the 

careless indifference of ‘socialist’? governments to the value of empire. 

They liked to contrast the tough-minded realism of Conservative atti- 

tudes, and their genuine devotion to the imperial ‘ideal’ (a nebulous 

relic to which many laid claim), with the naive sentimentality of their 
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Labour opponents. In their nightmare scenario, an electorate enraged by 

economic disaster might return an ‘extreme’ socialist government that 

neglected the navy, alienated the dominions, succumbed to the blan- 

dishments of Gandhi in India, and abandoned Britain’s claim to great 

power authority in Europe, the Middle East and East Asia. In reality, 

of course, the electorate showed little interest in such drastic solutions. 

The Labour ministry of 1929-31 was a minority government that had 

won fewer votes at the 1929 election than the Conservative party. When 

its leaders threw in the towel in August 1931 and agreed to an all-party 

coalition to meet the economic emergency, they split from the bulk of 

the Labour party which refused to cut unemployment benefit to bal- 

ance the budget. The electorate endorsed the new ‘national’ government 

at the general election of October 1931, and did so again — although not 

quite so enthusiastically — in November 1935.°* The result from 1931 

onwards was governments (under Ramsay MacDonald, Baldwin and 

Chamberlain) that were Conservative-dominated and depended upon 

huge Conservative majorities in the House of Commons. Thus, while it 

was true that the economic, political and international crises of a ‘low, 

dishonest decade’ evoked an outpouring of radical, socialist and com- 

munist comment, and the ‘decadence’ of Western civilisation in general 

and parliamentary government in particular united extremists of Left 

and Right, this was barely reflected in the actual mobilisation of public 

opinion or its electoral expression. 

Perhaps part of the reason was that economic misfortune was 

felt very unevenly across British society. Some regions — those where 

the old staples of textiles, shipbuilding and coal were still strongly 

entrenched — suffered acute unemployment and the deprivation that 

followed. South Wales, Lancashire, Northeast England and industrial 

Scotland were especially hard-hit. Here, political feeling displayed deep 

alienation from the Victorian ethos of liberal capitalism, including per- 

haps the Victorian conception of a free-trading empire. The sense of 

betrayal was sharpened by the irony that it was in these old staple 

regions that wages had been highest, labour unions strongest, and 

awareness of Britain’s great place in the world most widely diffused. 

But the critical fact was that, despite all their visible hardship, the ‘old’ 

industrial regions were not representative of the British economy as 

a whole. The 1930s also saw the rapid expansion of the ‘neotechnic’ 

industries: electrical goods, chemicals, cars and (later) aircraft. Much 

of this new industry was built on greenfield sites in the Midlands and 
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the South, and especially around London. It sucked in migrants from 
the depressed regions of mainland Britain and Ireland.®3 For those in 
continuous employment, the huge fall in prices after 1930 in many basic 
commodities meant a large real rise in their standard of living perhaps 

by as much as 30 per cent.°4 This new ‘disposable’ income fuelled the 

demand for a vast wave of housebuilding (and the transport systems 

that went with it) as well as for consumer products and leisure: cars, 

telephones, electric cookers, toys, hobbies, the cinema and holidays. 

One other key point should be noted. While depression had devastat- 

ing effects on the skilled working class of the old industrial regions, it 

left the middle-class fifth of the population not only largely unscathed, 

but also (because of the price fall) generally better off.°5 Political sta- 

bility after 1931 was at least partly built on this relative middle-class 

contentment. 

At the time, of course, stability often seemed both elusive and 

fragile. The famous East Fulham by-election in October 1933 saw an 

anti-government swing of 29 per cent. In the Putney election in the fol- 

lowing year, the swing was almost as large. Both raised the spectre (in 

Conservative minds) of a great Labour triumph in the next general elec- 

tion. They suggested the volatility of public opinion, and the political 

hazards of more economic misfortune or diplomatic embarrassment. 

They help to explain the efforts of Baldwin, the Conservative leader 

(1923-37), to strike a conciliatory, reassuring, even sentimental note 

in his public addresses, and lay claim to the centre-ground in British 

politics.°° Baldwin was understandably nervous that public perception 

of disarray, uncertainty or precipitate action in economic policy, for- 

eign policy or imperial questions would destroy the credibility of the 

National Government, before and after he succeeded MacDonald as 

prime minister in June 1935. But, as it turned out, there was no real 

danger that opinion at home would become disenchanted with the costs 

and burdens of the British world-system or with the sometimes machi- 

avellian pragmatism that its upkeep required. 

One reason for this was the broad public sympathy for the 

goal of rearmament. Despite the emphasis given in the official debate 

to the imperial threat posed by Japanese sea-power, it was the defence 

of Britain itself that took centre stage in public discussion. As Neville 

Chamberlain saw, reinforcing Britain’s air power to deter an aggressor 

was the least controversial way of spending more on defence. There was 

no real public debate about the cost of imperial (as opposed to home) 
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defence, or about the load Britain carried of far-flung commitments. Per- 

haps paradoxically, public support for ‘collective security’ — joint action 

to uphold the principles of the League of Nations Covenant — chimed 

with the notion of Britain’s great power obligations. The National Gov- 

ernment wrapped itself carefully in this ideological cloak, so much so 

that it was forced to disavow the attempt to reach an agreement with 

Italy at the expense of Abyssinia’s independence — the abortive Hoare — 

Laval pact. It was helped by the incoherence of the Labour opposition, 

torn between support for collective security, opposition to armaments 

and the pacifism of its party leader, George Lansbury, until his displace- 

ment by Attlee in 1935. On the other hand, the public mood promised 

little support for a bellicose reaction to Italian and German demands. 

There was nothing to resemble the naval scare of 1909 and the jingo 

outcry that followed. The military threat to Britain’s overseas inter- 

ests, the dominions, India or the colonies, remained conjectural and 

speculative. Those who claimed otherwise risked being denounced as 

scaremongers or worse. Thus the real constraint on the government’s 

defence programme was not public pressure for more arms or less, 

but the need, as it seemed, to limit public expenditure (to protect the 

value of sterling) and avoid a worsening trade deficit (if more export 

production were switched over to weapons). 

The economic pattern was similar. In the past, the part played 

by the Empire in Britain’s prosperity had been sometimes fiercely 

debated. Even those who conceded that command of the seas and of 

the Indian sub-continent were vital ingredients of economic success 

balked at the idea of the Empire as an economic community. Because 

British trade and investment were global in scale and not simply impe- 

rial (Britain’s European trade and Latin American investments were 

among the obvious cases), imperial self-sufficiency held little appeal to 

the economically literate. By contrast, free trade had a talismanic attrac- 

tion as the source of cheap food (and thus higher working-class living 

standards) and of the City’s pre-eminence in global finance. Those who 

demanded an imperial tariff, offering preferential access to the British 

market for the white dominions — the programme of Chamberlainism 

before 1914 — met entrenched opposition. The claim that this would 

bind the dominions more closely to their imperial mother-country cut 

little ice. Then, and again in 1923, the electorate rejected protection. By 

1930, however, the tide had turned almost completely. As the depres- 

sion bit deeper, industry, agriculture, the trade unions and the City 



443 / Holding the centre, 1927-1937 

all swung round in favour. As foreign markets grew tighter or closed 
altogether, the willingness of the dominions to offer reciprocal prefer- 
ence looked much more attractive. In a world of trade blocs, colonies 
acquired a new value — however inflated by economic illusion. The 
claim that Lancashire’s battered cotton industry would suffer directly 
from more Indian self-government — because Indian politicians would 
increase the protection of their own cotton interests — threatened a back- 

lash at home against London’s scheme for reform. Indeed, it seems likely 

that the popular image of the Empire as the source for Britain’s food 

and raw materials - Canadian wheat, Australian wool, New Zealand 

butter — like South Africa’s revived reputation (for a much smaller band) 

as a fount of gold-mining profits, was really fixed in the 1930s, even 

if its roots were laid earlier. For investors, exporters and consumers 

alike, the sterling economy had become indispensable. It was left to 

The Economist and a few lonely voices to denounce the recourse to 

protection and preference as an economic blind alley.°7 

The turn to protection was not the only great change in Britain’s 

relation to other parts of its world-system. At almost the same time as 

the Cabinet agreed to press ahead with the tariff, the Statute of West- 

minster was passing through Parliament. The Statute was meant to 

settle once and for all the constitutional link between Britain and the 

self-governing dominions. It renounced all claim by the British Parlia- 

ment to legislate for the dominions (except with their explicit consent), 

effectively conferring full sovereignty upon them. In substance, the issue 

had been resolved at the Imperial Conference of 1926, when Balfour’s 

subtle formula had acknowledged the equality of all the self-governing 

states — Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, the Irish Free 

State and Newfoundland — with Britain itself.°? What remained to be 

done was to set the new rule in statutory stone, if only to guard against 

judicial perversity. The reason for this was that law still in force - 

the Colonial Laws Validity Act 1865 — explicitly licensed the Impe- 

rial Parliament to legislate if it chose for every part of the Empire and 

forbade the dominions from passing laws repugnant to an Imperial 

Act.°? British ministers regarded the turgid report that emerged with 

little enthusiasm as ‘an attempt to write by lawyers a very complicated 

constitution which had better never been written at all’.”° ‘Personally, 

Iam rather sorry’, wrote the Lord Chancellor Sankey when the Statute 

was passed, ‘but after Balfour’s declaration we had no choice.’”* For 

British politicians and officials, the detailed spelling out of dominion 
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equality was a tiresome obligation imposed by the need to appease the 

‘troublesome’ (Sankey’s description) South Africans and Irish. But they 

saw little cause for concern except on two points. The first was how the 

new statutory definition of dominion rights might affect the status of 

India (whose future dominionhood had been affirmed by the Viceroy in 

October 1929). The Cabinet was anxious that its right to declare India 

a dominion should not have to depend on the (uncertain) approval of 

the other dominions.7* It was also uneasy that, under the draft statute, 

a dominion could repeal an Imperial Act. As its main legal adviser on 

India pointed out, once India was declared a dominion, the elaborate 

statutory ‘safeguards’ by which London proposed to limit the powers 

of its new responsible government could be cast off in a trice.73 This 

proved a gift later to the opponents of their Indian reforms. The other 

source of anxiety was the likely effect of the Statute on the Anglo-Irish 

treaty of 1921, the constitutional basis of the Irish Free State’s reluc- 

tant allegiance to the British Crown. Among Conservative MPs (an 

overwhelming Commons majority at the time of the Statute’s passage 

through Parliament), mistrust of Irish intentions ran deep. Since the 

treaty took the form of an Imperial Act, it was certainly arguable that 

under the Statute the Free State parliament could repeal it at will. 

As a result, when the draft statute was debated in November 

1931, it made ‘heavy weather’.74 Churchill, the grand rebel, appealed 

to both strands of the Die Hard tradition, linking Ireland and India 

in a Cassandra-like warning of impending decay. Ominously for the 

government, he drew ‘ministerial cheers’ — support from the Conserva- 

tive benches.75 To ward off the danger of a deeply embarrassing retreat 

(and an open division among the Conservative followers of the National 

Government), all the stops were pulled out. Jimmy Thomas, the rough 

diamond Dominions Secretary, warned that any delay would enrage 

not just the Irish but the South Africans as well. The Attorney-General, 

Inskip, insisted (inaccurately) that the legal standing of the Anglo-Irish 

treaty was unaffected by the Statute (a view overturned by the House 

of Lords three years later). A letter from Cosgrave, the Free State prime 

minister, was read out in the Commons, denying any intent to alter the 

treaty except by agreement. Austen Chamberlain, the party’s grandest 

elder statesman and (like Churchill) a signatory of the treaty, declared 

his faith in the Free State government. Baldwin, as party leader, warned 

his supporters that delaying the Statute would deeply offend the domin- 

ions ‘even the most British of them’, and shrewdly referred to the prize 
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that most of them (though not Churchill) wanted most: the forthcom- 
ing conference on imperial economic unity.7° It was enough to secure 
an overwhelming majority. 

As ‘Churchill had prophesied, Cosgrave soon dropped through 

the trap-door, to be replaced by De Valera. But, the Free State 

apart, most opinion in Britain observed little change in the domin- 

ion relationship. Jimmy Thomas’ claim that the Statute was the ‘cut- 

ting away of dead wood which will render possible new growth’77 

was largely accepted. Certainly, among ministers, scepticism about the 

honesty and even the intelligence of dominion politicians was deeply 

ingrained. Close encounter at Ottawa reinforced this impression: ‘Ben- 

nett a cad and deceitful’ (Baldwin); ‘Bluff!! Mendacity!! Dishonest!! 

Liar!!’ (Neville Chamberlain); ‘Bennett a liar’ (Thomas).7° The financial 

instincts of Australian leaders were viewed with suspicion. When New 

Zealand’s first Labour government declared its support for a ‘planned 

economy’, the reaction was bemused irritation at such doctrinaire folly. 

But, if most politicians in the overseas dominions were regarded in 

Britain as parochial in outlook and meagre in talent, they also seemed 

free of any ‘nationalist’ aspirations to ‘real’ independence. The ‘British’ 

identity of Canada, Australia and New Zealand was taken for granted. 

The exception was South Africa, whose ‘native policy’ had already 

attracted humanitarian disapproval in Britain.7? But doubts over South 

African ‘loyalty’ were largely assuaged by the entry of Smuts into coali- 

tion with Hertzog in 1933. The most ardent British imperialists, includ- 

ing Leo Amery, Edward Grigg and Lionel Curtis who kept the Milnerite 

faith, were also among Smuts’ warmest admirers. Appeasing Afrikaner 

demands for the symbols of sovereignty was the surest way, so they 

argued, of creating a loyal Anglo-Afrikaner dominion. They looked 

forward to the prospect of a union of two peoples (the blacks were 

invisible) that would ‘follow the history of the Union of England and 

Scotland’.8° The powerful Anglo-South African interest entrenched in 

the City, at The Times, and in academe as well, exerted its influence 

against any criticism that might offend Afrikaners and endanger the 

prospects of ‘fusion’ as the South African historian, W. M. Macmillan, 

found when coming to Britain in 1934.° 
This complacent British view of their dominion relations did 

not extend to India. Between 1928 and 1935, three British governments 

wrestled with Indian ‘reform’: to frame a new constitution that would 

win Indian consent — or at least acquiescence. Part of their problem was 
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the refusal of the Congress to accept anything short of full indepen- 

dence, with a ‘strong’ central government. But they were also hemmed 

in by the widespread unease in the Conservative party that extended 

well beyond the notorious Die Hards. Neither the minority Labour 

government of 1929-31 nor the National Government that followed it 

could hope to enact a new constitution unless its Conservative critics 

were kept to a minimum. The main difficulty lay in persuading Con- 

servative party opinion that elective self-government should be granted 

not just to the provinces (as the 1930 Simon Report had proposed 

and to which even most Die Hards agreed), but to the centre as well, 

and that India should be promised a future as a self-governing domin- 

ion. A loud chorus of outrage, orchestrated by Churchill, denounced 

both these ideas. It drew on a mass of inherited prejudice about Indian 

incapacity (lovingly cultivated by generations of ‘Old India Hands’), 

as well as more recent alarm about caste and communal violence. 

It castigated the betrayal of imperial duty, an ethos still loudly pro- 

claimed in other parts of the Empire. It exploited the embarrassing 

absence of Indian leaders pledged to work the reforms in a loyal and 

cooperative spirit, and pointed instead to the Congress campaign of 

civil disobedience from mid-1930. It took up the cause of Lancashire 

cotton, whose waning market in India might decline even more if a 

self-governing India adopted local protection. It evoked an intangible 

sense that conceding self-rule to ‘babw’ politicians (so often the butt 

of official disparagement) would mark a shameful defeat, a blow to 

‘race-pride’, and a public avowal that British ‘decline’ had become 

irreversible. 

The pull of these powerful emotions was sometimes unnerving. 

To Conservative leaders, the danger of being painted as less than loyal 

to the Empire posed an obvious risk. A sudden upset in India might set 

off an earthquake in the mood of their followers. Their endorsement 

of the 1933 constitutional plan offering India responsible government 

at the centre, and future dominionhood as an ‘All-India’ federation, 

was shot through with unease. Yet, at the reform bill’s second read- 

ing in February 1935, it was supported by more than three-quarters 

of Conservative MPs.** It seems very unlikely that (as has sometimes 

been claimed) this decisive result reflected a falling away in the British 

commitment to Empire. Its arduous passage suggests quite the reverse. 

The real explanation for the success of the bill was both the widespread 

belief that (in its eventual form) it would secure key British interests 
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without a sterile (and costly) repression, and the backing it won from 
almost all senior politicians. To accuse this great phalanx of age and 
authority (what Lord Hugh Cecil called ‘Front Benchdom’’3) of being 
indifferent to the safety of British world power was too much even for 
Churchill. 

But what lay behind this consensus, and how had it been built? 

Perhaps the critical stage was the conversion of Baldwin, the Conser- 

vative leader, to the need to make more than purely provincial conces- 

sions, and offer progress towards Indian self-government at the centre. 

Like Ramsay MacDonald, Baldwin accepted the view of Lord Irwin 

(whom he had appointed as Viceroy) that a way had to be found to 

reconcile Indian ‘moderate’ opinion to the British connection, and that 

to appear to renege on the promise of eventual self-government made in 

1917 would be politically fatal. It chimed with his instinct that the art 

of good government was holding the centre against the extremes — in 

both Britain and India. On three vital occasions — in November 1929, 

in March 1931 and in December 1934 — Baldwin threw all his pres- 

tige behind the cause of reform. His message was shrewd. Again and 

again he insisted that the aim of concession was ‘to keep India in the 

Empire’;*4 that to fall back on repression ‘would break up the Empire’ 

(a silent reminder of Ireland);°5 that ‘the Empire was organic and alive 

and in constant process of evolution’®® and could not be governed by 

Victorian methods. ‘The present proposals’, he told his Cabinet col- 

leagues in March 1933 when the reform scheme white paper was about 

to be published, ‘might save India to the Empire, but if they were not 

introduced we should certainly lose it.’7 Indeed, far from conceding 

that Britain’s position in India had become a lost cause, or that its 

Empire was redundant, Baldwin argued the opposite, portraying his 

Die Hard opponents as defeatists and wreckers with obsolescent ideas. 

‘The Empire of today’, he declared in a memorable phrase, ‘is not the 

Empire of the first Jubilee.’®* 
Baldwin could count on two useful supports. First, some 

of the most ardent imperialists shared his view of India, including 

Geoffrey Dawson, the editor of The Times. They rejected Die Hard 

ideas as crude and old-fashioned, and Churchill himself as a political 

fossil. Secondly, the expert advice from the ‘men on the spot’ echoed 

the need for an advance at the centre to draw the sting of the Congress 

and force it back into ‘constitutional’ politics. Two recent ex-Viceroys, 

Lords Reading (1921-6) and Irwin (1926-31), pressed the same case.°9 
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Retired Indian officials were quietly called up to preach the new gospel. 

The ‘Union of Britain and India’ society was formed in May 1933 

to back the white paper policy: its chairman, steering committee and 

membership were almost entirely made up from former members of the 

Indian Civil Service.2° Churchill could play on the fears of Conservative 

activists and enjoyed the support of two great press barons, Rothermere 

and Beaverbrook, both old foes of Baldwin. But some of his allies mis- 

trusted his motives; his tactics in Parliament offended even some of 

his friends; and his knowledge of India was transparently shallow. The 

Die Hards’ best hope was to stir up enough internal party division to 

frighten the leadership into dropping the bill. Their most dangerous 

claim was that under its rules the Congress would capture the vast bulk 

of the seats in any central assembly, and that an Indian dominion on the 

Statute of Westminster model could repeal any safeguards that London 

laid down. It was precisely these points that worried Austen Cham- 

berlain, who exerted his influence over a large middle group otherwise 

sympathetic to the government scheme. But, once the Cabinet agreed 

to excise any reference to India’s future ‘Dominion Status’ from the 

bill, and to adopt indirect election to the proposed federal assembly, it 

won over the last major figure with the power to obstruct it.9* Of the 

seventy-nine Conservative MPs who rejected the bill in February 1935, 

only Churchill himself had held cabinet rank. ‘Front benchdom’ had 

triumphed. 

The price of consensus had been a large helping of caution. 

The bill’s supporters assumed that India’s advance to self-government 

would be closely controlled by the Viceroy (armed with an arsenal of 

‘safeguards’); that London’s grip on India’s army and its external rela- 

tions would remain absolute for a long time to come; that the Congress 

would be hobbled by the constitutional privileges conferred on the 

Muslims and Princes; and that India’s dominionhood (the content of 

which was left carefully vague) would only begin at an unspecified time 

in the future. How far these conditions could be imposed in fact, and 

in constitutional theory, will be discussed later on. But, as an index of 

British ideas about their own place in the world, the Act is revealing. 

The sound and fury of the Die Hard campaign was a noisy distrac- 

tion. What really stood out was the solid insistence of the most ardent 

reformers that India must remain part of the British world-system, and 

that, until its leaders accepted this ‘imperial’ fate, they would languish 

in the limbo of semi-self-government. 
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Of course, opinion in Britain on India and the Empire was 
not monolithic. On the Left, the reform scheme was derided as too 
little and too late to reconcile the nationalists in India. The turn to 
protection revived the old radical charge that economic imperialism 

was bound to bring war. Labour’s election manifesto in 1935 urged 

‘equitable arrangements for access to markets, the international con- 

trol of... raw materials and... the extension of the mandate system to 

colonial territories’.?* It was the Cobdenite formula: more free trade 

meant more peace. But most of those who condemned the current prac- 

tice of rule in the Empire imagined a future in which Britain was the 

centre of a loyal community of self-governing satellite states, bound 

together by common interests and values. There is little reason to think 

that this imperial world-view was unrepresentative of British opinion 

at large. “The people of this country’, remarked Neville Chamberlain, 

‘have a deep sentiment about the Empire, but it is remote from their 

ordinary thoughts’.93 Perhaps this was true, although there was much 

to remind even the least politically minded of Britain’s imperial ties — 

not least the stream of those travelling to the white dominions and 

back. Indeed, ‘ordinary’ opinion in Britain relied for its knowledge of 

much of the world on accounts that were shaped by settler, administra- 

tive, missionary or commercial interests, each in their way committed 

to empire. In the inter-war years, as much if not more than in previous 

eras, three grand propositions still framed British thinking: that they 

formed a distinct British ‘race’ among the world’s peoples;?* that their 

institutions and culture enjoyed both global pre-eminence and universal 

appeal; and that Britain was still the emporium of the world’s trade and 

ideas. Set against these, the divisions and boundaries within their impe- 

rial system seemed of little importance. “The British prefer to emphasize 

the unity of the Empire’, remarked an acute foreign observer. “To them 

England and the Empire are one, and no such thing exists as an England 

conceived separately.’?5 

In the ‘Newer World’: the dominions?° 

The arduous negotiations at Ottawa taught British ministers — if they 

needed reminding — that dominion politicians had as keen a sense of 

their own ‘national’ interest as the London government itself. With the 

formal conferment of the dominions’ full sovereignty under the Statute 
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of Westminster, the vigorous assertion of their economic self-interest, 

and their increasing alarm that Britain might be drawn into a conflict in 

Europe in which they had no stake, it has sometimes appeared as if this 

was the time when the dominions acquired a fully fledged sense of their 

national identity. A new ‘nationalist’ spirit had replaced colonial sub- 

servience. They were nation-states in the making, no longer stuck fast 

in uneasy ‘dominionhood’. It would be hard to deny that the language 

of ‘nation’ became more widely used among dominion politicians in 

the inter-war years. But it would be wrong to assume that more than 

a handful of such ‘nationalists’ envisaged a future outside the British 

world-system or favoured an open rebellion against it. There were sev- 

eral reasons for this. First, among communities of mainly British ori- 

gin, affirming a Canadian or Australian identity was not meant to deny 

their continuing Britishness. They would still be ‘British nations’ as 

well, numbered among the ‘British peoples’. Secondly, even European 

immigrants from outside the British Isles displayed a strong attachment 

to ‘British’ institutions (especially parliamentary government) and the 

Crown as a source of common allegiance. Thirdly, even where such 

attachments were weak or contested, as among some French Cana- 

dians, Afrikaners and Irish, the right to secede from the Empire and 

become a republic (to which the Statute of Westminster gave tacit con- 

sent) exerted at best an ambiguous appeal. The costs and risks in each 

case were dauntingly high, and full exit from the Empire was carefully 

assigned to the indefinite future. 

The Pacific dominions 

Among the five dominions, there was inevitably wide variation in the 

extent to which the ‘British connection’ impinged upon their local pol- 

itics in a period of considerable turmoil. Of the four overseas domin- 

ions, Australia and New Zealand were the most homogeneously British. 

Ethnic resentment against Britain, even in hard times, had little political 

scope. Both declined to enact the Statute of Westminster in their own 

legislatures, and showed little interest in the work of its drafting.97 Both 

were keenly aware of how dependent they were on British sea-power for 

strategic protection and to safeguard the racial exclusiveness — ‘White 

Australia’ and ‘White New Zealand’ — that formed the bedrock of their 

social and cultural identity. In both, the political and business elite (and 

many farmers as well) acknowledged the umbilical link between their 

economic prosperity and their close relations with Britain, nowhere 
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more than in Melbourne’s Collins Street, Australia’s ‘City’. This was 
not just a matter of markets. In both Pacific dominions, the circulation 
of credit and cash was tied very closely to the size of the sterling reserves 
that their banks held in London. The London balances were ‘the real 
regulative factor and the key to the whole banking system’.98 A short- 

fall in earnings or the failure to raise a loan in the City threatened the 

drastic contraction of the local money supply and a savage depression 

of the kind both had suffered some forty years earlier. 

In Australia particularly, the effects of the shump were extremely 

unsettling. The huge fall in world prices was part of the story. What 

made things much worse was the scale of the borrowing, public and 

private, in the boom decade that ended abruptly in October 1929. With 

public revenues falling, huge railway losses, and the drastic decline in 

overseas earnings, the risk of default on local and overseas debts loomed 

large. But the action required to avert this calamity was bound to be 

painful and to evoke fierce opposition, especially from the supporters 

of the government in power, the first Labour government since 1916. 

When the Scullin ministry accepted the advice of the Niemeyer mission 

(Sir Otto Niemeyer was deputy governor of the Bank of England) that 

cuts had to be made and wages reduced to balance the federal and state 

government budgets, the reaction was bitter. The Australian Council of 

Trade Unions denounced the Loans Councils (which managed public 

borrowing) for being ‘in the hands of money sharks, loan-mongers 

and capitalists’.2? As unemployment shot up towards 30 per cent, the 

Labour party executive called for the nationalisation of banks and 

insurance companies, and the renegotiation of Australia’s war debt 

to Britain. While Scullin was away at the 1930 Imperial Conference 

(and promising that Australia would not consider default'°°), a civil 

war was being fought within his party and government. In New South 

Wales, the radical populist Jack Lang won the state election for Labour, 

and led the demand to ‘nationalise credit’. ‘Enthroned in our society’, 

he later declared, ‘is a hierarchy of financial anarchists playing with the 

world of men and women for sheer personal gain’: the villains of the 

piece were the British banks in Australia and the leaders who had made 

Australia into a ‘chattel nation’.°' After twice defaulting on the New 

South Wales overseas debt, Lang was dismissed by the state’s governor 

in May 1932, by which time Scullin’s government had also collapsed. In 

December 1931, the United Australia party, a composite of the National 

party and Labour rebels like Joe Lyons, the new party’s leader, came 
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into power, promising, in Lyons’ words, ‘ruthlessly to eradicate all 

influences insidiously or openly weakening the ties of Empire’.*°* 

Some historians have been tempted to see in the crisis a conflict 

between conservative middle-class loyalists, deferential to Britain and 

earnestly mimicking British upper-class rituals, and Labour’s ‘radical 

nationalists’, bent on resisting Britain’s ‘imperial demands’.'°3 It was 

certainly true that the professional and business elite (most visible in 

Melbourne, and closely connected to mining finance) regarded itself 

as the Australian embodiment of Britain’s upper class, and subscribed 

to its political and educational ideals as well as its leisure habits. The 

young Robert Menzies (a Melbourne barrister) contrasted the refine- 

ment of the British ‘establishment’ with the crudeness and avarice of its 

American counterpart. ‘They engage in a nauseating mixture of senti- 

ment (“Mother’s Day”) and dollar-chasing, not palatable to the English 

mind’, he wrote after a visit to the United States. “They have no con- 

sciousness of responsibility for the well-being or security of the world; 

no sense of Imperial destiny.’'°4 It was equally true that an acrid dislike 

for the British monied elite was voiced on the left of Australian politics. 

But it is much too crude to equate this with rejection of Britishness or 

Australia’s British identity. One of the first steps of the Labour govern- 

ment when the depression arrived was to close the door to ‘alien’ (i.e. 

non-British) migration. In a speech criticising the Ottawa terms, Scullin 

(whose origins were Catholic and Irish) insisted that the point of impe- 

rial preference was the mutual advantage of ‘British nations trading 

with one another and... keeping the maximum amount of business 

within the British family of nations’.‘°5 His successor as party leader, 

John Curtin (also Catholic and Irish), who had flirted with repudiating 

Australia’s debts, was no less emphatic. Australians, he claimed, ‘not 

only desire to be one people but that we shall be kindred from a com- 

mon stock; that we shall... be a white people predominantly of British 

origin’.'°° As leader of the United Australia party, Joe Lyons (Catholic 

and Irish) played the ‘Empire’ card. His more conservative colleagues, 

like Menzies’ mentor, J. G. Latham, might have disliked the Statute 

of Westminster, but they were also determined to extract the most 

favourable trade terms from Britain and be ready to look to the Japanese 

market.'°7 Trade with the East was where Australia’s economic destiny 

lay, was Latham’s conclusion.'®* The notorious reluctance of Lyons’ 

government to question the Royal Navy’s ability to defend Australia 

may have owed most to its fear that this would weaken the Admiralty’s 
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case for a strong Eastern fleet and throw an intolerable burden back on 
Australia itself. 

Nor was there much sign that the cultural ferment of the 1930s, 
that affected Australia like almost everywhere else, had brought a direct 
confrontation with Australia’s peculiar Britishness. Quite the contrary 

in fact. In 1936, the writer P. K. Stephensen published an influential 

manifesto, The Foundations of Culture in Australia. Stephensen insisted 

that Australia must have its own national culture that would diverge 

‘from the purely local colour of the British Islands to the precise extent 

that our environment differs from that of Britain’. ‘Is it sedition or blas- 

phemy to the idea of the British Empire to suggest that each Dominion 

in this loose alliance will tend to become autonomous politically, com- 

mercially, and culturally?’'°? But the Australia that Stephensen wanted 

was a ‘New Britannia...cured of some of the vices... of the Old One’, 

and avoiding ‘Europe’s brawls’. ‘This Island, Australia Felix, effec- 

tively occupied by the British race, would be easily defensible against 

all-comers: which Britain to-day is not. This Island is waiting for the 

British people to occupy it effectively.... There is no other part of 

the British Empire so suited as the permanent domicile of the British 

Race...the British people could find no better stronghold and focus 

than in the Island Continent of Australia.’''° The Australian accent was 

clear. But this was the cultural programme not of national separatism 

but of Britannic nationalism: the claim to be a distinct British people, 

equal at least and perhaps even superior to the original stock. 

Canada 

Scarred by his encounter with its prime minister, R. B. Bennett, at the 

Ottawa Conference, Neville Chamberlain took a sour view of Canada’s 

part in the Empire. The United States, he said, ‘controls capital and 

politics in Canada’.*'' Only ten years earlier he had been ‘surprised 

and delighted’ on a visit to Canada ‘to find the most intense British 

feeling’.''* Chamberlain resented what he saw as Bennett’s bullying 

tactics, and not without reason. Even Canadian observers were embar- 

rassed and uneasy. But Chamberlain’s diagnosis was crude. Canada 

was bound to be influenced by its huge southern neighbour, at once 

the world’s largest economy, the largest English-speaking country and 

Canada’s largest market. The ease and convenience of cross-border 

traffic, the importance of New York in Canadian finance, and the 

influence of the American media — radio, film and the press — made 
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this all-but-inevitable. But pragmatic acceptance of the American fact 

was combined with affirmation of Canada’s British identity by English 

Canadians, and (with certain qualifications) by French Canadians as 

well. At the Conservative convention in 1927, the outgoing leader, 

Arthur Meighen, defended his argument that a Canadian government 

should consult Canadian opinion before joining Britain in a war by 

saying that this would reassure the people that Canada was a ‘real 

British democracy’ and thus strengthen ‘British institutions and British 

fidelity’.1!3 A Liberal party pamphlet of 1933 declared that the party 

‘stood for British principles of Free Speech and Free Association’.‘'+ A 

prairie Liberal like Crerar, who disliked ‘Toronto imperialists’ and the 

‘strange shore dwellers’ whose first loyalty was to Britain,''S could still 

think of Britain as ‘the Old Country’ and feel an affinity with its Lib- 

eral party and opinion.''® The scale of non-British migration into the 

west after 1918 sharpened the mood of its bare British majority.'’7 The 

Social Credit party, which ruled Alberta after 1935 (and whose leader, 

William Aberhart, was an ‘intense Anglophile’), wrapped its electoral 

platforms in the Union Jack.''® A well-regulated service, concluded the 

parliamentary committee on radio broadcasting, would be ‘one of the 

most efficient mediums for developing a greater National and Empire 

consciousness’.*'? 

Canadian nationalism was not an insignificant force, but, as in 

Australia, it was rarely defined in conflict with Britishness. Its urgency 

seemed greater after 1930 as the economic depression threatened to 

fracture the country. ‘Never before had provinces, races, classes and 

parties been so divided’, complained the Anglophone Montreal lawyer, 

Brooke Claxton, a former Rhodes Scholar who bought his suits in 

London.'*° What was needed was a strong central government to hold 

them together. Nationalism reflected the feeling that Canada was still 

little more than a grouping of regions and provinces.'*" But its strongest 

supporters were equally sure that the nation they wanted should be a 

‘British nation’. John W. Dafoe was the editor of the Manitoba Free 

Press in Winnipeg, the voice of prairie Liberalism, and the most influen- 

tial Canadian journalist of his day.t** Dafoe was an ardent nationalist. 

But he saw Canada’s future as one of the ‘British nations’. ‘I have never 

believed’, he told one correspondent in 1928, ‘that one of a number 

of British nations having a common king could remain neutral in a 

war which threatened the existence of another British nation.’!*3 Dafoe 

fiercely opposed the ‘tory-imperialist’ view that Canada had no choice 
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but to follow Britain blindly into any war that it fought. But nor did 
he want their foreign policies to diverge. The best solution, he thought, 
would be ‘agreement by the British nations, that... none of them, not 

even Great Britain, are 100 per cent international “persons”’.'*4 They 

should not make war on their own, nor even make treaties that might 

involve them in wars without each other’s consent. 

Canadian nationalism of the Dafoe variety was highly articu- 

late but had a limited following. It attracted suspicion. Dafoe himself 

acknowledged that ‘the Canadian people do not want now any def- 

inite break in what we call the “British connection”’.'*5 There was 

still a very powerful minority, ‘holding the money, employing labour, 

owning the newspapers and controlling the parties’, who ‘are very 

British in sentiment’ and who would answer ‘Ready, aye ready’ to an 

appeal from Britain, whatever the cause and however divided the rest of 

Canadian opinion.'*® It denounced the idea that Canada had interests 

that were different from Britain’s. The headquarters of this feeling were 

found in Toronto, the ‘Belfast of Canada’, and the ‘most assertively 

British of Canadian cities’.'*7 But just as disheartening in the nation- 

alist view was the indifference of the ‘isolationists’ to events elsewhere 

in the world as if Canadians could ‘contract out of the universe’.'?® 

Isolationism seemed to be growing in strength after 1931 along with 

the fear of involvement in Europe’s intractable conflicts. Its domestic 

parallel was endemic provincialism, and the rooted mistrust of the fed- 

eral government. It was this that had led to the clause in the Statute of 

Westminster by which power to amend the Canadian constitution was 

carefully reserved to the Imperial Parliament (and denied to Canada’s), 

at the explicit request of Canadian leaders. ‘Provincial rights’ remained 

a potent political cry, in Quebec above all, where Canadian ‘national- 

ism’ was readily seen as a ‘British’ conspiracy. Maintaining the ‘British 

connection’ in its unreformed shape, ill-defined, emotive and open (as 

some thought) to British abuse, was thus the great bulwark to unwanted 

constitutional change. 

The boldest challenge to this political impasse came paradox- 

ically from the Conservative government of R. B. Bennett between 

1930 and 1935. Bennett had denounced the Liberals for failing to deal 

with the depression effectively. Bennett’s own cry was ‘Canada First’, 

a sharp rise in tariffs to defend Canadian industry. This cut little ice on 

the prairies which had to pay more for home-made manufactures while 

grain prices fell steeply. Bennett had gone to the Imperial Conference 
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in London to demand an imperial (and thus Canadian) preference in 

the British market for food. Labour rebuffed this attack on free trade. 

But the 1931 crisis in Britain, the new National Government and its 

swift turn to protection gave Bennett his chance. By inviting the British 

and other Empire governments to an economic conference at Ottawa, 

he aimed to reverse that defeat. The British would be forced to concede 

the ultimate prize, a protected home market for Empire food exports in 

return for a modest revision in Canadian tariffs. Bennett’s plans were 

concerted (by his own tacit admission) with the Australian chief dele- 

gate, Stanley Bruce, the former prime minister, and now the eminence 

grise of Australia’s economic diplomacy. He had the British ‘completely 

encircled’.?9 Bennett may well have believed that the British delegation 

would not dare to resist. As a close friend of Lord Beaverbrook, he may 

have been swayed by his and Leo Amery’s hopes of promoting a real 

protectionist government in Britain, much more fully committed to 

‘Empire Free Trade’. A hard line in Ottawa (where Amery was active) 

would help this to happen.*3° It may have been an inkling of this that 

enraged Baldwin and Chamberlain with Bennett’s conference tactics. 

Certainly Bennett was playing for high stakes. He regarded himself as 

the saviour of Empire, who would drag the British kicking and scream- 

ing towards his own version of it. To have upheld ‘Canada First’, saved 

the prairie’s grain market, and imposed a form of ‘Empire Free Trade’ 

on the recalcitrant British would have been a remarkable triumph for 

his vision of Empire. But Baldwin and Chamberlain were not so easily 

broken. 

As a shrewd businessman, Bennett hedged his imperial bets. 

Access to American markets (closed up by Washington’s emergency 

tariff) remained a vital concern. When President Roosevelt embraced 

freer trade, Bennett eagerly sought a commercial agreement to match 

that with Britain. But his domestic experiment in a strong central gov- 

ernment and the Bennett ‘New Deal’ fell apart in the face of provincial 

resistance, internal party division and Bennett’s ill-health. The 1935 

election was a Conservative bloodbath. Although both parties agreed 

in opposing Canadian involvement in Britain’s confrontation with Italy, 

the new Liberal government soon faced the old question: what would 

Canada do if Britain was drawn into a conflict in Europe. Mackenzie 

King may have thought privately that Canada neither could nor should 

stand apart."3' But his public position was to say as little as possi- 

ble and fall back on the formula ‘parliament will decide’. The prime 
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reason for this, as for many years past, was fear that Quebec would 
revolt against any prior commitment to Britain and bring down the 
Liberals, both party and government. ‘British imperialism’, said Henri 
Bourassa, still the great tribune of Quebec’s survivance, ‘must not be 
allowed to drag Canada into any more wars.’'3* Ernest Lapointe, the 
Quebec Liberal leader, said much the same thing. Both were fiercely 

opposed to the separatist nationalism of the ‘Action francaise’ and its 

clerical leader, the Abbé Lionel Groulx. Neither was anxious to give 

him a cause. Indeed, while this sleeping dog lay, Canadien separatism 

remained carefully vague about when and how a separate Quebec state 

might come into being. Its leaders denied any wish to break Canada 

up: ‘Nous ne voulons rien détruire’, said the Abbé Groulx piously."33 

Nor could they count on any support from the voters. The real polit- 

ical voice of French Canada’s nationalism was the ‘Union nationale’ 

of Maurice Duplessis. Duplessis’ government was a thorn in Ottawa’s 

side. Its programme was not separation but the unremitting defence of 

provincial autonomy.'34 Canada’s ‘British connection’ — by default or 

by choice — remained the pole of its politics. 

South Africa 

In the cruel trajectory of South African history, the inter-war years have 

often been seen as the prelude to the triumph of Afrikaner nationalism 

and its programme of apartheid. It was certainly true that an amalgam 

of paternalism, segregationist attitudes and overt racial discrimination 

(especially in the treatment of labour) prefigured much of the substance 

of post-war apartheid although without the ideological ‘rigour’, system- 

atic enforcement (by classification and removal) and violent repression 

of the r950s and after.'35 Africans (some 10,000 of whom had quali- 

fied for the vote under the property-based franchise that prevailed in the 

Cape) were removed from the voters’ roll in 1936, but ‘coloureds’ (the 

South African term for those of mixed race) were not. Zwaartgevaar 

(‘black peril’) was invoked continually by white politicians in search of 

cheap votes. But the inter-war state lacked the means to impose real 

control over many black communities in town and country alike. In 

a similar way, the irresistible rise of Afrikaner nationalism to political 

dominance was much less apparent to contemporary eyes than hind- 

sight suggests. 

There were several reasons for this. The dominant personality 

in South African politics was General J. B. M. Hertzog, prime minister 
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from 1924 until 1939. To his political critics, Hertzog’s shortcom- 

ings were plain. He was the ‘apostle of the short view’ and shared 

‘that latent sense of racial grievance’ that inspired many of his fol- 

lowers, wrote Patrick Duncan, Smuts’ right-hand man in the South 

African party.'3° Hertzog was often accused of cloudy and imprecise 

language (as were Botha and Smuts), the means of survival in South 

African politics as almost everywhere else. But he was ready to claim 

that the Imperial Conferences of 1926 and 1930 had lifted the bur- 

den of British hegemony, and removed any doubt about South African 

sovereignty. With the hypothetical right of secession assured, prag- 

matic acceptance of the Britse konneksie had become politically possi- 

ble. Hertzog lent his authority to The King’s Republics, published by 

H. J. Schlosberg, a South African lawyer,'37 which claimed that, though 

the dominions now had the right to neutrality, it was inconceivable 

that they would exercise it if Britain were in danger.'3° Hertzog himself 

now veered towards the position that no issue of substance divided 

Afrikaners and ‘English’ (the local term for those of British descent). 

The task of the National party, he told its 1930 congress, was to build 

a ‘gekonsolideerde Suid-Afrikaanse volk’. The two streams of English 

and Afrikaans culture must eventually merge (‘saamvloei’).%39 Here, 

perhaps, was a tacit admission that the struggle to define an Afrikaner 

identity by the systematic denial of ‘English’ influences and attitudes 

was futile and unwinnable, and could only prolong the sometimes 

bitter antipathy of the previous decade. 

Hertzog may have also been hoping to undermine Smuts, his 

main political rival. Smuts’ South African party enjoyed the support of 

many better-off Afrikaners who disliked the (white) populist style of 

the Nationalists, their pact with the Labour party and the secessionist 

republicanism favoured by a vociferous wing.'4° It also attracted most 

of the English vote, since Smuts’ attachment to the Britse konneksie 

could hardly be doubted. ‘Are we going to desert General Smuts, a 

Dutchman who is sacrificing health and leisure for the British cause?’, 

asked the young Harry Lawrence in a speech at Kalk Bay near Cape 

Town in 1927.'4' Smuts seems to have regarded himself more and more 

as the bearer of Rhodes’ old vision of a grander South Africa: fully 

self-governing, Anglo-Afrikaner in culture, but part of the Empire. He 

was keener than ever upon South Africa’s northward expansion by a 

‘fair linking up with the two Rhodesias’, as well as ‘friendship and 
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collaboration with the rest of British Africa’ as junior members of 
the family’."4* A federation of states from the Cape to the Equator" 
would form a great African dominion to rival Australia or Canada —a 
prospect his opponents denounced as a ‘kaffir state’ nightmare. Yet, for 
all Smuts’ prestige, his party’s survival could not be taken for granted. 
He had no obvious successor (Smuts was sixty in 1930) with the con- 

nections and skill to keep the party’s Afrikaner support. His English 

lieutenants feared that the siren call of hereniging (reunion) would lure 

their Afrikaner allies away. And the party’s cohesion was constantly 

strained by its English ‘extremists’ who opposed what they saw as the 

steady erosion of the link with the Empire. ‘Politically they are like chil- 

dren’, said Duncan contemptuously of a breakaway faction in Natal. ‘I 

do not think the fits of imperial hysteria are good for us or the British 

connection.’'44 The suggestion by one of his English frontbenchers that 

the party should abandon the dual language provisions of the South 

Africa Act was dangerous enough to draw a savage rebuke from Smuts 

himself."45 

Perhaps surprisingly, the politics of Depression allowed both 

Hertzog and Smuts to escape their extremists and construct a ‘mod- 

erate’ centre enjoying broad Afrikaner and English support. Hertzog 

had hoped to ride out the storm without leaving the gold standard, as 

the British had done. But signs of white unrest on the Rand'4° and the 

bruising effect on agricultural exporters brought a revolt in his party 

and pushed him towards a coalition with Smuts in February 1933. 

Both came under pressure from their Afrikaner supporters to press 

on towards ‘fusion’, a union of parties. The critical issue became South 

Africa’s ‘status’ — the real extent of the freedom conferred by the Statute 

of Westminster. Within Hertzog’s party a sizeable faction led by D. F. 

Malan was hostile to fusion, because it meant accepting dominionhood 

as a permanent condition and losing the hope of a republican future 

outside the Empire. For some of Smuts’ English supporters, there was 

the opposite fear that their voice would be drowned by the Afrikaner 

majority, and that Malanite republicanism would enjoy too much influ- 

ence. But, when the ‘status’ bill was debated (the bill enacted the terms 

of the Statute of Westminster in South African law), Smuts won over his 

doubters while those who favoured a future republic also drew back.'47 

Only seven MPs opposed the bill. The way was now open to form 

the ‘United’ party: the status Act was its charter. However, much to 
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Duncan’s relief, Malan and his followers chose in the end to stay out. 

‘It will consolidate our [new] party against a republic’, was Duncan’s 

conclusion, while ‘a small ultra-British group mainly in Durban and 

East London’ formed on the opposite wing.'4® The so-called ‘Domin- 

ion’ party won a sensational by-election in 1935 (‘Are you a bulldog 

or a handsupper?’ was its cry),'49 but most English voters elsewhere 

heeded the warning that ‘the English-speaking must have the support 

of the moderate Afrikaans-speaking. They alone cannot prevent the 

country from seceding from the British Empire.’'5° 

But what had fusion achieved? To its supporters it marked 

the end of ‘race’ conflict between Briton and Boer and the creation 

of a new ‘South Africanism’. To ensure its success, they were will- 

ing, like Duncan, to remove the African franchise - on the grounds 

that it might cause a dispute among whites. But fusion did not stop 

the movement to build a distinct Afrikaner identity, which gathered 

speed in the 1930s, with the promotion of the Afrikaans language (a 

patois which replaced Dutch as the country’s official second language 

in 1924), the rapid growth in the number of Afrikaans-only schools 

(by 1936, 55 per cent of white children were receiving instruction 

only in Afrikaans'5'), and the systematic propagation of an ‘Afrikaner’ 

account of South African history in which the Afrikaners were cast 

as the innocent victims of black barbarity and British imperialism.*5? 

The approaching centenary in 1938 of the Great Trek was perfectly 

timed to advance the agreeable myth that the Afrikaners were a cho- 

sen, martyred but ultimately victorious people and the republic their 

symbol of national ‘liberation’. Against the power of this racial and 

cultural appeal (which hindsight confirms), the United party’s ‘South 

Africanism’ now looks rather wan. But it would be wrong to assume 

that success was assured to separatist nationalism before the Second 

World War. For many Afrikaners, it was the weakness and poverty of 

their language and culture that really stood out. The higher civil ser- 

vice was still overwhelmingly English, and few senior officials could or 

would speak Afrikaans. English opinion was voiced by English-owned 

newspapers in all the main cities. Almost the entire business world was 

English and a large proportion of its most influential members were also 

British by birth. The same was true of the main professions — medicine, 

law, education, journalism, engineering and architecture.'53 Their ties 

with Britain — family, business or professional — remained strong. The 

towns into which many Afrikaners were moving were mainly English 
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in culture. It was hardly conceivable that a political movement that 
proposed to root out the Britse konneksie could escape the furious 
opposition of this English middle class to an Afrikaner republic out- 
side the Empire. Few well-informed Afrikaners believed that it could 
be imposed on a hostile minority. Indeed, even republicans were forced 

to concede that it lay far in the future, while half of those teaching 

at Stellenbosch University, the seed-plot and seminary of Afrikaner 

nationalism, backed Hertzog and Smuts, not Malan’s ‘Purified Nation- 

alists’. A true (ware) Afrikaner society might be the white hope of ages 

to come: in the world of practical politics, South Africa would remain a 

dominion. 

It was true that dominionhood left undefined the terms of the 

British connection in several crucial respects and made the tacit conces- 

sion that any dominion could secede from the Empire if it chose. The 

fact that no dominion did so after 1931 was not because there was a 

constitutional bar, but because in each case the balance of its politics 

was against such a move. New Zealand’s Labour government, elected 

in 1935, might have had little ideological sympathy with the National 

Government in London. But its deep British attachment was strongly 

affirmed: ‘New Zealand was bound to Britain by unbreakable ties of 

blood’, declared the new prime minister.'54 Its planned economy rested 

on hopes of closer economic integration with Britain — the only real out- 

let for the increased production of primary products.'5) At the other 

end of the spectrum, the Irish Free State under De Valera’s Fianna Fail 

government rejected the oath of allegiance, refused to pay the annu- 

ities owing under the 1921 treaty, and resisted the economic coercion 

with which London responded. In 1937, a new constitution recognised 

the Crown but only by virtue of Eire’s ‘external association’ with the 

Commonwealth. But De Valera stopped short of declaring a republic 

or leaving the Commonwealth, partly because to have done so seemed 

likely to erase any hope of Ireland’s reunification.'’® For all the domin- 

ions, the greatest source of concern was Britain’s involvement in a new 

European conflict. For Australia and New Zealand, this arose from 

anxiety that London might overlook its real imperial duty in the Asia- 

Pacific. In South Africa and Canada, it sprang from the fear that, unless 

Britain itself was in obvious danger, the local response would foment a 

racial divide and destroy the fragile consensus on which dominionhood 

rested. As Europe slid towards war, both kinds of risk grew greater and 

greater. 
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Holding India: ‘from power to influence’?'*! 

Had India become the grand anomaly in the British world-system by 

the mid-1930s? Certainly some people thought so. ‘India is a great 

historical accident and remains an incredible anomaly’, opined John 

Dafoe. Hindus and Muslims, he thought, ‘are not part of the moral 

unit... I might call the British Commonwealth of Nations’.‘5* The link 

between Britain and the white dominions had now become voluntary. 

It was a matter of choice, however theoretical, whether or not to stay 

in the Empire. In much of the tropical empire, the demand for self- 

government barely existed as yet outside a very narrow elite. But India 

was different. There, since the end of the First World War, the British 

had faced a mass nationalist movement whose leaders had called if not 

for purna swaraj (complete independence) then for self-government as 

full as that of Australia or Canada. Under Gandhi’s dynamic direction, 

the Indian National Congress had challenged British authority in a 

large-scale campaign of civil disobedience that was only abandoned (in 

1922) for fear of a rising spiral of violence. But, as a tactical weapon, as 

well as a way of restoring momentum and extending support, it retained 

its appeal to the Congress’ Gandhian wing. In 1930, it was turned to 

again to lever major concessions at a time when the British seemed at 

sixes and sevens. 

The British for their part seemed less sure than they had been 

before 1914 about what their Raj was to do. The social problems of 

India had always seemed daunting, but now they were more conscious 

than ever that they had only makeshift solutions. The Royal Commis- 

sion on Indian Agriculture (1928) was set up to inquire into the causes 

of low productivity. But it pointedly ignored the key issue of land tenure 

so as not to enrage the Raj’s key allies among the landholding classes. As 

the Congress pushed deeper into rural society, the old British claim that 

they were the guardians of peasants and cultivators looked more and 

more threadbare. Indeed, the reforms of 1918-19 were meant to shift 

the burden of social questions towards the ‘transferred’ departments in 

provincial governments under the charge of elected Indian ministers. 

The Raj seemed to be asking, as Milner had asked of the British in 

Egypt in 1920: ‘Are we trying to do too much for these people and 

getting ourselves disliked without materially benefiting them??'5? 

Yet (as we have seen) the British could hardly imagine an impe- 

rial life after India. The real issue for them was how they could reconcile 
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the Indians’ demand for self-government (which they accepted in 
principle) with their own irreducible interests. It was India’s contribu- 
tion to the strength and cohesion of the British world-system that really 
concerned them. Despite its savage contraction as a buyer of Lancashire 
cottons, India remained a key market for Britain’s industrial products, 
all the more so in the age of the segmented global economy and closed 
trading blocs. Thus, although the overall value of British exports to 

India fell in the 1930s, India remained the largest single market for 

cotton piece-goods, machinery and chemicals, and the second or third 

market for electricals and iron and steel goods.'®° Nor was trade the 

only or most important economic consideration. Some £500 million 

(around 12 per cent of British overseas capital) was invested in India, 

three-quarters of it in government debt. India also contributed to the 

British balance of payments through its payment for services, pensions 

(for British officials), debt interest (mostly on railways) and the costs 

of the large British garrison ‘borrowed’ from home. Before 1931, and 

even more so after, any change that might affect India’s ability to pay 

these ‘Home Charges’ rang loud alarm bells in London. An elected gov- 

ernment in Delhi that sent the garrison home, repudiated its debts or 

rex Teowas devalued the rupee might wreck sterling’s precarious stability. 

hard enough sometimes to bully the Viceroy and his British officials: an 

independent government of India would be a different matter entirely. 

It was widely agreed in London that Britain’s ‘financial stake... in India 

remains, for all practical purposes, as a permanent obstacle to anything 

that could reasonably be termed financial self-government’.'°* 

In the Depression decade, commerce and finance were an urgent 

concern. But even more rooted in British thinking about India was its 

strategic importance. This could be thought of as active and passive. By 

comparison with other parts of the British world-system, India’s defence 

budget was huge: six times that of Australia, the next biggest spender. 

India still paid the ordinary costs of almost one-third of Britain’s regular 

army, stationed in the sub-continent. By convention, India’s own army 

of some 140,000 men, with its British officer corps, was also avail- 

able for imperial duty, although London would pay the ‘extraordinary’ 

costs. After 1920, it was accepted that imperial use of this ‘sepoy’ army 

would be careful and sparing; but India remained the strategic reserve of 

the British Empire in Asia and its great supply base in war. Troops and 

supplies could be sent from its ports to a vast arc of targets from Cairo 

to Shanghai. Its vast pool of labour was a pioneer corps in waiting - 

as in 1914-18. But ‘passively’ also India was crucial. Together with 
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British-ruled Burma and Ceylon (Sri Lanka), its orientation was one 

key to the Asian balance of power, and thus that of the world as a 

whole. Its Muslim minority looked towards Persia and the Arab Mid- 

dle East. The leaders of Congress admired Chiang Kai-shek’s national- 

ist struggle in China, and some of them longed for a pan-Asian front 

against British imperialism. But, from the British perspective, a divided, 

neutral or hostile India, spread-eagled across their route to Southeast 

Asia, Australasia and China, would be an unimaginable disaster. So 

hard was it to think of ‘imperial defence’ in these terms that the ‘loss’ 

of India was almost literally unthinkable. 

The constitutional tactics that the British pursued to safeguard 

their interests and sap Indian opposition were extraordinarily tortuous, 

although this was partly because of their own internal divisions. The 

first constitutional scheme was advanced by the Simon Commission, set 

up in 1927-8 to review the Montford reforms. The Commission (which 

was boycotted by most Indian leaders in protest against its ‘all-white’ 

complexion) proposed to give the Indian provinces almost complete 

control of their local affairs (‘provincial autonomy’ with ministerial or 

‘responsible’ government on the Westminster model), with the distant 

prospect of eventual federation when and if they agreed upon it. In 

the central government, the Viceroy’s executive power would remain 

unfettered by a toothless central assembly, while the Indian army would 

be placed even more clearly under London’s control, with a guaranteed 

budget that Indian politicians could not even discuss.*®? Simon’s object 

was clear. If the provinces became the arena where Indian politicians 

could exercise real power, provincial and not ‘All-India’ politics would 

attract most political energy. The Congress party as a ‘national’ move- 

ment would soon fall apart as its provincial divisions went their own 

separate ways and abandoned the chimaera of early British withdrawal. 

In political terms, the Raj would have rounded Cape Horn. 

Simon’s scheme was shot down not so much by its Indian critics 

as by the Viceroy, Lord Irwin, who saw the lack of any advance at the 

‘centre’ as the cause around which Congress would unite to disrupt 

British rule. He had already insisted that the promise of India’s future 

dominionhood should be clearly affirmed. What Irwin urged was a 

round table conference at which all interested parties — British and 

Indian — would draw up proposals for a new constitution. Three such 

conferences in London in 1930-2 failed to produce an agreed solution. 

But they did throw up a novel suggestion on which the British seized 



465 / Holding the centre, 1927-1937 
, 

with alacrity. This was the idea of an ‘All-India’ federation of the Indian 
states (whose Princes acknowledged Britain’s ‘paramount’ power) as 
well as the ‘British Indian’ provinces.©4 The seductive charm of this 
scheme was its promise of a large conservative bloc of Princes and 

Muslims (who would keep separate representation) in a new federal 

government, antipathetic to Congress and anxious to keep the ‘British 

connection’ as their political guardian for (at least) a long time to 

come. In the federal assembly that the British envisaged — and to which 

the Viceroy’s government would gradually become more and more 

answerable as dominionhood arrived by instalments — one-third of the 

seats would be filled by Muslims and one-third by the delegates sent by 

the Princes. Even if Congress won all of the open seats that remained, 

the most vociferous opponents of the British connection could never 

command a majority. 

But, leaving nothing to chance (and under the baleful eye of 

the Die Hards), London piled up further defences against any unto- 

ward weakening of the imperial interest in India. A mass of safeguards 

entrenched the executive powers of the Viceroy against interference in 

the army, in India’s external relations, or in the rights of minorities. 

These were meant to continue even after India had become a domin- 

ion. The Viceroy also had powers to set the level of spending on the 

items of greatest interest in London: defence; the pension bill; and rail- 

way expenditure. One Congress leader commented acidly that scarcely 

one-fifth of federal spending would pass under the scrutiny of the fed- 

eral assembly.'°5 However, what British plans really relied on was the 

provincial dynamic towards which Simon had pointed. Giving provin- 

cial autonomy would draw Indian leaders away from rhetorical politics 

towards ‘real’ and ‘responsible’ political power, and make them far 

more responsive to the needs of their voters. Provincial politics would 

also come to reflect the wide variation in interests and attitudes in dif- 

ferent parts of the sub-continent. Provincial government ministers, even 

those in the Congress, would resist the demands of ‘All-India’ nation- 

alists and wriggle free from their grasp. All-India politics would be 

fraught with frustrations for those who aspired to drive out the British. 

Boxed in by the rules, and by the careful design of the federal assembly, 

they would find very little had left the Viceroy’s control. Yet to struggle 

against him by mass agitation would get harder and harder against the 

indifference or hostility of provincial politicians, where control over the 

party machine would soon come to lie. 
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But how realistic was this machiavellian scheme? Did the British 

really have the power on the ground to make it work as they wished? 

Could they hold on long enough to bend Indian politics in the direction 

they wanted? There were certainly grounds for a positive view. One of 

them was the resilience of the old ‘steel frame’, the so-called ‘Superior 

Services’: the 800 or so members of the Indian Civil Service (ICS); the 

150-strong Indian Political Service (still almost entirely British-born™®°) 

that dealt with the Princes, and the 500 British officers of the Indian 

Police. Under the 1935 Act, the pay and conditions of the Superior 

Services remained under London’s control. The Indian Civil Service 

retained much of its cherished cohesion. It was, said the Viceroy (Lord 

Willingdon, 1931-6), ‘the most powerful Trade Union that I know’.'°7 

In the late 1930s, despite uncertainties and under-recruitment, British- 

born officials still made up the majority of its ranks.'®® Nor was the 

loyalty of its Indian contingent yet in serious doubt.'®? Faced with the 

growth of Indian political activity, the ICS accepted the need to enlarge 

provincial self-government and increase the shift towards federalism 

originally envisaged before 1914. It learned from mass civil unrest and 

the bursts of terrorism in Bengal, the risks of exposing its minute admin- 

istrative manpower, the need to employ more indirect methods, and the 

logic of retreat to the political centre both in the provinces and in India 

as a whole. The Indian politicians would have to be guided, not gov- 

erned. In keeping with this was a new political mantra put about by its 

leaders. ‘The civilian who used to serve by ruling must learn to rule by 

serving’, said an Old India Hand, Sir Edward Blunt.'7° 

In the provincial arena, the Indian politicians were bound to 

rely heavily upon the expertise and advice of the ICS men. They were 

also bound to observe the constitutional rules that the governors would 

enforce. The governor could dismiss ministers, dissolve the assemblies 

and call fresh elections. He could also insist on attending cabinet 

meetings.'7' Where party competition was fierce, party organisation 

fragile or factionalism rife, these were formidable powers — the reason 

why Congress tried but failed to secure a promise not to use them. 

They were deployed with the aim of weaning Congress leaders in the 

provinces away from their deference to the Congress ‘high command’ 

and encouraging ‘local’ initiative.'7* After 1935, of course, British and 

ICS power was concentrated at the centre, in the government of India. 

There, the Viceroy and his ICS staff exercised almost unchecked author- 

ity, and would continue to do so long after (and if) the federal assembly 
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came into existence. Indeed, the Viceroy, not London, now held most 
of the reserved powers that were meant to slide slowly into the hands 
of responsible federal ministers. His control of the budget was almost 
absolute. More to the point, the centre had grabbed the lion’s share of 
the most buoyant revenue sources, leaving the rind to the provinces: the 

rigid, costly and inflammatory land revenue.!73 Financially, at least, the 

centre was stronger than ever, and provincial politicians would need its 

goodwill. But, if all else failed politically, the Viceroy’s ultimate weapon 

was his command of armed force, the police and the army. Here, too, 

it seemed, the British had little to fear. Apart from the British con- 

tingent (the 50,000 or more men from the British army at home), the 

Indian army appeared almost untouched by two decades of politics. Its 

British officer corps (around 20 British officers in each of the army’s 

120 regiments'7+) was scheduled for ‘Indianisation’ at the pace of the 

snail, and Indian applications for officer training (in contrast with the 

ICS) slumped badly in the 1930s.'75 The army’s colonial structure, with 

its heavy reliance on ‘martial races’ and hill peoples, expressly excluded 

most of the elements that might have been drawn to the Congress. 

An army mutiny designed to bring Gandhi to power was absurdly 

improbable. 

All this would have counted for less had the British in India 

faced a united nationalist movement that could grant or withhold its 

cooperation at will. But the reverse was the case. Since the glory days 

of the first non-cooperation movement in 1920-2, unity had collapsed. 

Although Muslims themselves were far from united (and some remained 

loyal to Congress), their provincial leaders were deeply opposed to 

the Congress desire for a strong central state which they saw as the 

instrument of the Hindu majority. In the Muslim majority provinces of 

Bengal, Sind and Punjab (the North West Frontier Province was a spe- 

cial case), they were determined to hold on to the widest autonomy, and 

to cling to the privilege of separate electorates. When Congress staged 

its second civil disobedience campaign in 1930-1, the Muslims took no 

part.!7° The Congress itself was prey to divisions. The moderate non- 

Gandhian wing, led by Motilal Nehru, Jawaharlal’s father, would have 

settled for ‘Dominion Status’ within the Empire, parliamentary-style 

government at the Indian centre and an end to separate electorates.'77 

But their chances were wrecked by Muslim opposition, the Gandhians’ 

impatience and the tactics of the British. When civil disobedience was 

suspended (by the Gandhi-Irwin pact), Gandhi went as the Congress’ 
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sole representative to the (second) Round Table Conference convened 

by the British in late 1931 to consider the federal scheme. But Gandhi 

gained little. Civil disobedience had been noisy, but was a political 

failure. The Round Table Conference (attended by Muslims, Sikhs, 

Princes, untouchables and Eurasians, among others) belied his grand 

claim that the Congress alone represented India. The new constitution 

was drawn up in London while the stuttering attempt to restart civil 

disobedience was crushed by a vigilant Viceroy. When the India Act 

was passed, Congress faced a dilemma. Would it boycott the reforms 

that Jawaharlal Nehru called ‘a charter of slavery’? Would it fight the 

elections, now to be fought on a far larger franchise including millions 

of women? Would it take office in the provinces where its support- 

ers won a majority? Would it risk being trapped in the constitutional 

labyrinth the British had constructed around it? 

Loud voices were raised against any compromise. Nehru 

(elected Congress president 1936-8) fiercely opposed the acceptance 

of office. The Congress should not share responsibility with ‘the appa- 

ratus of imperialism’, he told its meeting at Lucknow in April 1936.178 

If it did so, the ‘narrowest provincialism [will] rear its ugly head’.'79 

But, the following year, the vote went against him. This was partly 

because of the hunger for power after long years in the wilderness. But 

it was also inspired by the scale of the victory in the provincial elections. 

Congress had won a clear majority of seats in five of the eleven provinces 

and was the largest party in a sixth (Bombay). It had crushed the ICS 

hopes that provincially based parties would attract the voters’ support. 

Its success was a tribute to organisational strength,'®° and its appeal to 

the peasants as the scourge of the landlords. The landlord party in the 

United Provinces (to the dismay of the governor) was roundly defeated. 

But what would Congress leaders do once in office? They proclaimed 

the intention of using their powers to smash the new constitution. But 

the British clung to the hope that, once its local leaders were engaged 

with ‘the great mass of provincial interests’, this would quickly slacken 

the grip of Congress’ ‘central organisation’.'*! 

The early pattern of politics seemed inconclusive. The cohesion 

of the Congress was certainly strained and its inclusive appeal began 

to fray at the edges. Provincial leaders resented ‘supervision’ by the 

‘high command’s’ triumvirate."®* Faced with peasant unrest in Bihar 

and labour unrest in Bombay, Congress ministers applied repression 

with vigour."*} The Congress Socialist party had been formed in 1934. 
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Nehru himself proclaimed the virtues of socialism and admired Stalin’s 
Russia. But Sardar Patel, Gandhi’s ‘enforcer’, dismissed socialism as 

‘nonsense,’'*4 and other voices were raised against Nehru’s ‘destruc- 

tive and subversive’ doctrine.‘®5 The ‘high command’ intervened in 

provincial affairs to defend Indian businessmen against radical or left- 

ist opinion in Congress.'®° Subhas Chandra Bose, Nehru’s main rival 

as the radical voice of the Congress, pressed for more recognition of 

regional and cultural autonomy (reflecting the Bengali Hindu dilemma) 

and urged Congress support for a federal republic, not a unitary state.'°7 

The Congress old guard engineered his removal. Amid so much divi- 

sion, it was perhaps hardly surprising that Nehru should have thought 

‘the sooner we are out of office the better’.‘8® But, despite all the strain, 

the Congress did not fragment. Its three-man committee, with Gandhi 

behind them, imposed a tight central rein. There were also clear signs 

that the growing strength of the Congress would deter the Princely 

states from agreeing to join the federal system, and that federation 

itself might remain a dead letter. 

But in the last year of peace it was too early to tell. The Congress 

had eluded the trap that the British had set. Whether it could stage an 

early advance to the All-India centre and expel the British from India in 

the foreseeable future was far more uncertain. The strict central control 

that the high command had maintained had saved the Congress from 

splits. But its veto on coalitions and monolithic authority had further 

antagonised both Muslims and Princes. For the moment at least, in the 

trial of strength, stalemate had set in, the prelude perhaps to a new 

round of adjustments. But, before that could happen, an external crisis 

of colossal intensity transformed the whole pattern of Indian politics. 

Holding the centre 

Despite their travails in India and East Asia, the growing tension in 

Europe and the sense of economic and financial strain after 1930, there 

was little to show that the British had abandoned their claim to be a 

world power. Nowhere, perhaps, was this clearer than in the Middle 

East, the cross-roads of Eurasia and of what Mackinder had called the 

‘world-island’. Across a vast arc of territories, including the Sudan, 

Egypt, Cyprus, Palestine, Trans-Jordan, Iraq, the Persian Gulf statelets, 

the Hadramaut and Aden (the ‘southern gates of Arabia’), British 
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influence circa 1930 was fiercely exerted through a wide range of 

regimes: a condominium, a crown colony, three mandates, several pro- 

tectorates, and a ‘veiled occupation’ in Egypt, while Aden remained an 

outpost of Bombay until 1937. 

To the casual eye, such administrative chaos had an impro- 

vised look, as if the British presence was temporary (‘temporary’ had 

been the notorious adjective applied to the British occupation of Egypt 

in 1882). In fact, in the inter-war years, far from becoming redun- 

dant, the Middle East countries assumed growing imperial value for 

two different reasons. One was the steady rise in their output of oil, 

mainly from Anglo-Persian’s concession in Southwest Iran and its port- 

refinery at Abadan, but with the promise of new fields in Iraq and 

the Gulf. Although Middle East oil supplied only 5 per cent of world 

product as late as 1939, it reduced British dependence on Ameri- 

can oil and was conveniently close to the imperial ‘trunk route’ to 

Suez and India. The second reason was strategy. The old threat from 

Russia was dormant, but the risk of a clash with Japan was much more 

immediate. That meant the rapid despatch of a naval task force from 

Europe to defend British interests in the Asia-Pacific from the Singapore 

base. Hence the vital importance of the Suez Canal as the wind-pipe 

of Empire was notched up still further. Nor was it only a matter of 

sea-power. The value of air routes to bind the Empire together, and 

of air-power as a means of internal control and external defence, were 

well understood. Half of Britain’s air strength stationed overseas was 

in Egypt, Palestine and Iraq. Cairo had already become the hub of air 

transport, through which flights to Africa, India and the Pacific had 

to pass. With other bases and airports in Palestine and Iraq and along 

the Arab coast of the Gulf, the British had constructed an air route to 

India to which they attached great importance.'®? ‘The Gulf is becom- 

ing’, wrote a Times correspondent breathlessly, ‘the Suez Canal of the 

air, an essential channel of communication with India, Singapore and 

Australia *22 

Since the early 1920s, the British had preferred to make their 

regional presence as unobtrusive as possible, for financial as much as 

for political reasons. They had come to terms with the two main state- 

builders, Kemal Ataturk in Turkey and Reza Pahlavi Shah in Iran. 

Having installed Feisal in Iraq as the strong-man who would hold 

its disparate parts together with his ‘Sharifian’ followers (the Sunni 

elite who formed the administrative caste and the officer corps), they 
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were keen to exchange their Mandatory role for a treaty of alliance 
that gave Iraq independence — a change carried through between 1930 

and 1932. With the air bases they wanted, and with Iraqi dependence 

on British support against the ‘old enemy’ Turkey (not to mention 

Iran), there was no conflict of interest between their imperial system 

and the ruling group in Baghdad.'®* London also looked kindly on 

the state-making ambitions of Ibn Saud in what became Saudi Ara- 

bia, and forced its Hashemite clients in Trans-Jordan and Iraq not 

to encourage his tribal opponents.'9? Thus the British imperium was 

intended to function by indirect means, through a form of hegemonic 

diplomacy, not old-fashioned rule. As the only great power in the 

region (for the French offered no challenge), they would be arbiters 

of its conflicts and quarrels, patrons — or not — of its rulers’ ambi- 

tions, regulating the affairs of the region in its best interests and their 

own. 

The heart and centre of British regional influence was, as it had 

been since 1882, to be found in Egypt. Egypt had the largest popula- 

tion of any Arab country, and the region’s most developed economy. 

Cairo’s Al-Azhar mosque was the greatest centre of learning in the 

Islamic world. With the Suez Canal, the port of Alexandria, its air- 

ports and railways, its agrarian resources and its large pool of labour, 

Egypt was a uniquely valuable asset to Britain’s defence system: the 

‘swing door’, as one minister put it, between East and West. Having 

rejected the prospect of direct control at the end of the War, the British 

would have liked to enshrine their special position in the form of a 

treaty. But, as they insisted that the terms should include the right to 

maintain troops there, to require Egyptian conformity with British for- 

eign policy, to be the sole guardian of foreign interests and persons, 

and to keep effective control of the ‘Anglo-Egyptian’ Sudan (Egypt’s 

great colony), no Egyptian politician who valued his name and his 

health could be persuaded to sign. After several abortive attempts, 

the British had all but decided by late 1934 that further effort was 

futile.'93 Their situation in Cairo was not so uncomfortable. Despite 

official insistence that the British Residency played no part in Egyp- 

tian political life, successive high commissioners interfered with a will. 

It was widely assumed that no Egyptian prime minister could survive 

their displeasure. Since 1930, in fact, the British had simplified mat- 

ters by allowing the king to repress the Wafd, the main popular party, 

and rule by decree through his nominee minister. Their rationale was 
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straightforward. If the British disowned him, said a Foreign Office offi- 

cial, the king’s position would be precarious if not untenable.'°* When 

the High Commissioner Lampson went to bully King Fuad (r.1917- 

36) on an occasion in 1935, he told him that failure to comply would 

raise ‘issues of the gravest kind... including... his continued capacity 

to rule and the whole future of his dynasty’.'?5 ‘J’accepte’, said King 

Fuad. Since the Qasr el-Nil barracks, where the British garrison was 

stationed, was ten minutes’ drive from the king’s Abdin Palace (and ten 

minutes’ drive from the Wafd party headquarters), and since the British 

had removed his predecessor but one, Fuad’s discretion was wise. 

Nevertheless, in the mid-19308, the British ability to exploit the 

political rivalry between the Wafd and the Court was no longer enough 

to safeguard their interests. Part of the reason was their troubles in 

Palestine, the one Middle East state where their favoured retreat to 

indirect rule was thoroughly barred. Under the terms of their Mandate, 

the British had to provide a ‘national home’ for the immigrant Jews. 

But it had been obvious from the beginning that the Arab majority was 

deeply opposed to Jewish land settlement and still more resentful that 

it had denied them self-rule. Since a shared legislature was out of the 

question, the British practice had been to deal with Arabs and Jews sep- 

arately through the Supreme Muslim Council and the Jewish Agency. 

But this had not prevented fierce communal tensions and recurrent out- 

breaks of violence. The violence was fuelled by rising rural unrest. By 

1930, nearly one-third of Arab peasants were totally landless and more 

than three-quarters had less than the level of subsistence required.'?° 

The Palestine peasants, reported a British commission, were ‘probably 

more politically minded than many of the peoples of Europe’.'97 Their 

resentment was probably aimed as much at the Arab notable class (who 

were selling the land) as at the Jewish intruders. The problem was com- 

pounded by the bitter divisions among the Arab elite, between ‘Hus- 

seinis’ (the Husseini family were the hereditary muftis of Jerusalem),'?° 

and ‘Nashashibis’, who were supported by larger landowners and busi- 

nessmen. When rural violence burst out into the open with the murder 

of two Jews in the spring of 1936, bringing reprisals, a general strike 

and a state of emergency, armed peasant bands began to appear in the 

highlands. Amin al-Husseini called for the non-payment of taxes and 

denounced the police presence in Palestinian villages. The British were 

forced to deploy some 20,000 men (a tenth of their army) to try to 

restore their control. 
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This was not the only anxiety. From late 1935, and the break- 
down of the Anglo-French plan to surrender Ethiopia to Italy, the 
British had to court the risks of a Mediterranean war and suffer the pro- 

paganda bombardment from Italian radio. Almost at the same moment, 

the High Commissioner in Cairo, Sir Miles Lampson, detected an omi- 

nous shift in the political climate. All the main parties formed a ‘United 

Front? to demand restoration of the 1923 (parliamentary) constitu- 

tion, and treaty negotiations with London.'9? To stand in their way, 

argued the key British expert on internal security, might mean a return 

to the massive uprising of r919. London accepted the case. By May 

1936, the Cabinet was debating the prospective treaty in detail. The 

main attraction on offer was an Anglo-Egyptian alliance, to defend 

Egypt ‘jointly’. The main stumbling block was the demand by Nahas, 

the Wafd leader, that the British renounce their claim to occupy the 

Canal Zone indefinitely, and accept League of Nations arbitration if 

the two sides disagreed over the treaty’s renewal.*°° The thought of the 

backbench reaction to a fresh imperial ‘scuttle’? made some ministers 

quake. But, by the middle of June, that midsummer of madness, they 

had steeled themselves for it. A treaty was ‘indispensable’, said Neville 

Chamberlain, a previous critic, now a key convert. They should accept 

the twenty-year term on Britain’s military rights in the Canal Zone.*°' 

Not to settle with Egypt, said Baldwin, would mean locking 30,000 

men in the country ‘during the very critical five or six years immedi- 

ately in front of us’.*°* Nahas, too, was eager to win the great treaty 

prize. He offered a perpetual alliance (only its terms to be varied in 

future) and unlimited British reinforcements in an ‘apprehended inter- 

national emergency’.*°3 It was enough. At a further Cabinet meeting on 

23 June, Baldwin summed up the argument. “The immediate reasons 

for the early conclusion of a treaty’, he told his Cabinet colleagues, 

were the reactions of failure on the Arab area. The situation 

in the Near East was one of considerable gravity. There was 

also danger of disturbance in Egypt... Failure to conclude 

a treaty would add a disorganized Near East to the existing 

disturbed state of Europe. It was essential therefore to 

obtain a treaty... [H]e hoped that in twenty years 

time... our position in the Eastern Mediterranean would 

be very much stronger than it was today, with troops near 

the Canal.*°4 
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Baldwin’s remarks were intended, no doubt, to quieten the crit- 

ics. But it would be wrong to assume that even the treaty’s most ardent 

British supporters saw it as marking a real British retreat. The British 

had agreed to withdraw their troops from Egypt’s main cities. But (as 

the map to accompany the treaty revealed) their Canal Zone ‘training 

grounds’ conveniently extended to within a few miles of Cairo.*°5 As 

for Nahas, within twelve months of the treaty he had been driven from 

office by the new king, Farouk. He ‘relied too much on British influence 

to keep him in power’, said Lampson.*°° The old game was renewed. 

‘With tact and firmness’, he reassured London, ‘British influence should 

remain the governing factor...under the new conditions of the post- 

treaty regime.’*°7 In Palestine, meanwhile, a Royal Commission had 

come and gone, and its plan for partition considered and scrapped. 

More British troops fought the Arab insurgents. Far away in the south, 

the frontier of control in the Aden protectorate was pushed gradually 

forward. By adjusting their tactics and searching for allies, the British 

meant to hold their ground in the region they regarded as indispens- 

able strategically, and imperially ‘central’. What really mattered was 

whether they could hold the ring. Whatever the treaty terms, Lampson 

told London in May 1936, ‘in twenty years time Egypt would be just 

as dependent on us as now if we were still the power we now are’.?° 

The British meant to hold the centre, but would the centre hold? 

Dog days of Empire 

In 1937, the omens were unclear. With hindsight, of course, it is easy 

to see the tensions and strains to which the British system was subject. 

Economic resentments, nationalist fervour, racial antipathy, religious 

antagonism and the appeal to class hatred: together they threatened 

to pull the system apart at the seams. On this diagnosis, the chance 

of survival was slim. Swift devolution might stave off a crisis but not 

for too long. Crippled economically by the end of free trade, sapped 

internally by the growth of separatist feeling in the dominions and 

India, assaulted externally by new and more ruthless imperialisms, the 

British world-system could only decline, and eventually fall. It was just 

a matter of time. 

Yet, as we have seen, to many contemporaries (both observers 

and actors), that was not how it seemed. The economic upheaval was 
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deeply disturbing. The rise of India’s mass politics had been a political 

shock. The surge of new ideologies on the Left and the Right had unset- 

tled old loyalties. The aggressive ambitions of the ‘revisionist’ powers 

exposed the weakness and confusion of the guardians of world order. 

But (except to ideologues and visionaries) it was hard to determine the 

collective significance of these unwelcome developments. Indeed, it was 

only in the late 1930s, from 1937 onwards, that the pattern became 

clearer, and their meaning more ominous. Even then, as we will see, it 

took a strategic catastrophe to inflict irreversible damage. 

In the meantime, even the most hard-headed of realists might 

have hesitated to write the British system’s obituary. In the more 

‘British’ dominions, there might be impatience with London’s zigzag 

foreign policy, but the sense of British community remained deeply 

entrenched, with the common Crown as its focus. The coronation of 

King George VI in 1937 was covered in Canada by twenty-three hours 

of continuous broadcasting.*°? In India, the Congress had abandoned 

mass agitation and settled for the constitutional politics in which the 

British had been trying to entrap it for more than a decade. In much 

of the ‘tropical’ empire, the adoption of indirect rule had anaesthetised 

politics. Nor was it obvious that there was any escape from the grip 

of the City on its ‘dominions of debt’: the economic obligations that 

bound so many producers to the market in London and to dealing in 

sterling. British expansion might have come to an end, and a form of 

stalemate set in across the colonial dependencies. But in a fragmenting 

world it was not unrealistic to expect that the British ‘bloc’ might hold 

the balance of economic and geopolitical power for an indefinite time. 

If history was a guide, it would outlast its parvenu rivals. But history 

was not. 



11 THE STRATEGIC ABYSS, 1937-1942 

At the beginning of 1937, Britain was the only global power with 

interests in every continent and, in theory, the means to defend them. 

The British system was a close approximation to a world empire. Its 

prestige had been dented by recent events, and its wealth diminished 

by depression. But no other great power could match its combination 

of military (mainly naval) and economic strength or its latent ability 

to coerce its enemies. The intimidating scale of its territorial extent, 

including its self-governing member states and colonial possessions, 

made it hard to imagine the ultimate defeat of such a global leviathan. 

Indeed, life outside the limits of empire seemed scarcely conceivable to 

the sturdiest nationalist — at least as a realistic prospect in the foreseeable 

future. In what was still an imperial world across much of Afro-Asia, 

there were few free places on the map. 

But empires can disintegrate with astonishing speed. The col- 

lapse of the Soviet empire at the end of the 1980s took almost everyone 

by surprise, not least the school who had proclaimed the imminent 

decline of American power. In the British case, the change was almost 

as sudden. By the middle of 1942, Britain, the imperial centre, was 

effectively bankrupt and dependent upon American aid. With the fall of 

Singapore in February, the invasion of Burma, and the German advance 

into Egypt (the battle of Alamein was fought scarcely 100 miles from 

Cairo), the British system looked set to collapse. Its precarious survival 

and the eventual victory of 1945 were a tribute to its residual strength, 

but not the sign of a full recovery. The post-war empire was a pale 

shadow of its former self. The cohesion of its constituent parts had 

been badly damaged. Much of its wealth had been lost or redistributed. 

By 1968, the last vestige of its world power status had vanished. 
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Revolution and Empire 

It is commonplace to attribute this dramatic descent to the overex- 

tension of imperial power, the final cause in Gibbon’s account of the 

decline of Rome. At best this is a truism, at worst a tautology. The 

British system was sustained not by the unique resources of Imperial 

Britain, but by a combination of elements not so much ruled as man- 

aged from London. It is the failure of the combination that needs to 

be explained. A more serious objection to the ‘overstretch’ explanation 

is its determinism — as if the downfall of the British system was an 

inevitable outcome which contemporaries were too blinkered to see for 

themselves. Of course, the British system broke up because it lacked 

the resources to overwhelm its enemies. But that is only half the story. 

No less important was the fact that the struggle to survive was waged 

in an age of revolution: a Eurasian revolution that cumulatively (but 

very quickly) destroyed almost all the global preconditions on which 

the British system had depended since the 1830s. 

It is arguable that the roots of this revolution lay in the very 

changes from which the British had profited so much in the past: the 

gradual integration of the world’s politics and economics into a uni- 

versal system. As the world became a single market, and more and 

more of its regions came to depend upon international trade, com- 

mercial rivalry had become more intense. The strains of economic 

transformation were felt more deeply; the threat posed by commer- 

cial disruption to social stability became more obvious. At the same 

time, the ‘globalising’ climate in trade and diplomacy intensified the 

trend towards competitive state-building, since only well-organised 

states could secure social order, economic development and interna- 

tional sovereignty. Partly because of the easier diffusion of ideas and 

values across districts, countries and continents that technology made 

possible, socio-economic change and state-construction provoked rival 

forms of cultural mobilisation: to make states or break them; to build 

new communities, or refurbish old ones. Ethnic nationalism became 

the secret weapon of modernising states, and also a potent means of 

subverting them. 

Before 1914, these sources of tension in world affairs had been 

eased by three countervailing influences. First, the rapid growth of 

international trade softened the impact of economic competition and 
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enhanced the appeal of the open economy. Secondly, the political struc- 

tures that had grown up since the 1870s survived the stresses of external 

rivalry and internal revolt. The European great powers who had par- 

titioned so much of the world had settled their differences peacefully 

if grudgingly. Partly for ideological reasons (a shared conceit about 

their civilising mission), partly from self-interest, they showed little 

desire (though some) to stir up trouble in each others’ empires. Despite 

alliance systems, war plans and mobilisation timetables, they preferred 

to rattle their sabres rather than use them. Thirdly, the conservative 

elites who retained their grip over the dynastic empires of East and 

Central Europe had kept in hand the ethnic nationalisms that threat- 

ened the stability of the European states-system. The result had been 

not a durable peace but an uneasy equilibrium whose fragility was 

eventually revealed in the July Crisis of 1914. In the four years that 

followed, much of Old Europe’s political architecture was abandoned 

or destroyed. As the war reached its climax in 1917-18, it seemed as if 

the progressive collapse of political, social and economic order would 

spread a revolution across Europe and ignite a revolt of the subalterns 

in the colonial lands beyond. If this terrifying prospect had receded by 

the mid-1920s, as we saw in the last chapter, it did not vanish for long. 

The peace of the 1920s was the prelude to a revolutionary age, although 

it was not until the mid-1930s that its full global meaning had begun 

to emerge and the prospect of ‘holding the centre’ grew increasingly 

faint. 

The revolution of the 1930s was the overthrow of the inter- 

national regime so laboriously reconstructed between 1919 and 1925. 

Economic in origin, the revolution was systemic in scope, affecting 

almost every aspect of international order. Its most obvious dimension 

was in geopolitics. After 1930, the ‘weak’ powers became strong and the 

‘strong’ powers weaker. Less than three years after Hitler’s accession 

to power in January 1933, Germany had repudiated the terms of the 

Versailles treaty and began to create a great-power army, an air force 

and a modern navy one-third as large as Britain’s. By reoccupying the 

Rhineland in 1936, and building the ‘West Wall’ (the ‘Siegfried Line’), 

Hitler made Germany far less vulnerable to an attack from France, 

and much freer to pursue his designs in the East. The German revolt 

against Versailles had been closely followed by Italy’s. Although Italy 

was the weakest of the three European victor powers of 1919, her 
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strategic position bisecting the Mediterranean, fear of her air power, 
and the new alignment between Rome and Berlin (the ‘axis’ of Novem- 
ber 1936) created a new military balance in the Mediterranean Sea. The 

third great change was the growing might of the Soviet Union. Amid 

the gross upheavals of collectivisation after 1928, rapid industrialisa- 

tion, the Stalinist terror and the purges (which had led to the murder of 

some 40,000 officers in the Soviet army by 1938), the Soviet Union had 

become a great military and industrial power whose military spending 

ranked second only to that of Germany.' The rise of Stalin’s state held 

a profound significance for the successor states of Eastern Europe, for 

East Asia, and above all for Nazi Germany. 

The growth of Soviet power was the link that connected 

East Asia to Europe. It helped to provoke the Japanese conquest of 

Manchuria and the rapid dissolution of the Washington regime. After 

1931, much of North China was caught up in the escalation of Soviet— 

Japanese rivalry.* Japan’s military intervention in Shanghai (1932) and 

the attack on the Kuomintang government’s authority in the northern 

provinces presaged the drastic remaking of East Asia’s political geogra- 

phy. In 1935-6, Tokyo’s search for allies against the Soviet Union led 

to closer relations with Germany, and then to the Anti-Comintern Pact 

of November 1936. When the Sino-Japanese War broke out in earnest 

in July 1937, and Japanese control extended remorselessly over China’s 

coastal regions (Hangkow and Canton were occupied in October 1938), 

the political revolution in East Asia was all but complete. There, as in 

Europe, the champions of the post-war settlement seemed weak and 

divided, reluctant to challenge the revisionist powers, let alone to match 

their military power. For all the fragility of its industrial base (carefully 

noted in London), Japan’s military spending between 1933 and 1938 

exceeded that of Britain or America. 

The revolt against the geopolitical order was also a revolt 

against liberal capitalism and its two great centres in London and New 

York.4 By the mid-1930s, a new world economy had emerged, bring- 

ing a drastic reversal of the post-war ‘normality’ of the late 1920s. 

Commercial liberalism was replaced by economic nationalism. Almost 

every state had built a wall of controls to reduce its exposure to exter- 

nal pressures — trade competition, capital movements and currency 

fluctuations — and the domestic unrest that followed closely behind. 

Instead of the old multilateral pattern, which allowed export earnings 
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from one country to be spent in another, and paid for in freely con- 

vertible gold-backed currencies, world trade was more and more seg- 

mented into blocs that discriminated against each other by tariffs or 

exchange controls: the sterling area, the dollar bloc, the gold bloc, 

the Soviet world, the German sphere,’ the Japanese empire.°® It was 

widely assumed that, as a proportion of output, international trade 

was bound to decrease and all economies become more and more self- 

sufficient.” In abstract principle, as one contemporary noted, the drift 

towards autarky might be expected to reduce economic friction. But 

only in theory, since autarky sharpened the difference in living stan- 

dards between the less well endowed and their more fortunate neigh- 

bours, and increased the incentive to bring economic resources under 

political control.’ Worse still, by trapping the producers of primary 

products within a single bloc, it lowered their prices, reduced their pur- 

chases, restricted their growth and dried up investment.? In the brave 

new world of declining trade, there would be less and less scope for the 

globe-wide trade in services, shipping and capital on which Britain had 

waxed fat in the recent past. 

The third great mine to explode beneath the liberal order was 

the violent escalation of ideological warfare. The conflict of ideas was 

itself nothing new. What made the 1930s an ideological battleground 

was the widespread fear of catastrophic change. The political appeal 

of revolutionary Marxism, somewhat muted by the late 1920s, was 

hugely inflated by the visible signs of the collapse of capitalism. To 

anti-communist parties, interests and opinion, the massive scale of the 

social crisis required an urgent riposte to the Marxist challenge. The 

new mass media, their assumed domination over mass opinion, and 

the comparative novelty of democratic politics in Europe and East Asia 

(Japan adopted universal manhood suffrage in 1925) made the war of 

ideas (or slogans) the vital front in the political struggle. But there was 

no grand alliance against the communist threat. The striking feature 

of the European scene was the ferocity with which the anti-communist 

ideologues of fascism and Nazism attacked ‘bourgeois’ liberalism as 

decadent and corrupt, and parliamentary government as an obsolete 

sham.'° On Europe’s imperial periphery, the devastating impact of the 

economic crisis on agrarian communities, and similar fears of social 

catastrophe, exposed colonial and semi-colonial regimes to a rhetorical 

onslaught from both Marxists and nationalists. 
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Ideological warfare had a seismic effect on international pol- 

itics. It turned diplomatic differences into wars of manoeuvre and 

territorial disputes into set-piece campaigns. To the ideological war- 

riors of the 1930s, secret diplomacy and the squaring of interests in 

smoke-filled rooms were as repellent as they had been to the most ide- 

alistic Wilsonian. In the crowded cockpit of European diplomacy, the 

three-way split between fascist, liberal and Marxist governments made a 

firm coalition against aggressor powers impossibly difficult. Ideological 

‘programming’ brought a widening gulf in the language and assump- 

tions of national leaders and governments. As the tensions increased, 

the fog of incomprehension grew thicker. The familiar landscape of 

great-power diplomacy disappeared in the mist. Negotiation in the era 

of ideological war became a journey without maps. 

The cumulative effect of this triple assault on the post-war order 

was the rapid erosion of its perceived legitimacy — perhaps the most 

insidious influence on the decade’s diplomacy. After 1930, it seemed 

more obvious than ever that the humiliating treatment handed out to 

Germany in 1919, and the attempt to deny her a great-power status, 

were unjust and unwise. As the value of empires rose in a world of 

trading ‘blocs’, it became harder to deny the imperial claims of ‘civilised’ 

states like Germany, Italy and Japan. It became commonplace to speak 

of ‘have-not powers’ whose unequal share of international wealth was 

widely seen as the primary source of international tension. But it was 

one thing to acknowledge that legitimacy was lacking in international 

politics, quite another to find ways of repairing the deficit. Almost 

everything conspired against a new equilibrium. It was hardly surprising 

that the effort to agree on a revised post-war settlement in Europe 

and East Asia should have come to nothing. Instead, the pressures 

of geopolitical ambition, economic crisis and ideological struggle had 

created a revolution in the making in Europe and East Asia by the 

later 1930s. At opposite ends of the Old World, new imperialisms had 

emerged that were far more powerful than those of fifty years earlier 

and much more disruptive of the existing order. Far from being confined 

to a remote periphery, they concerned the fate of Eurasia’s heartlands. 

Far from being restrained by the European balance of power, they 

rejected its claims and aimed to destroy it. Far from doubting the value 

of new colonial possessions, they treated territorial expansion as the 

key to survival. And, since the world was already partitioned between 
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sovereign states and established empires, this new imperialism meant 

the forcible overthrow, by war or coercion, of the existing pattern of 

international property. 

Dilemmas of containment 

With the advantage of hindsight, we can see that the revolutionary 

crisis of the 1930s was dissolving the Eurasian preconditions of British 

imperialism. The peculiar evolution of the British system, and the secret 

of its viability, had depended upon two vital corollaries. First, that a 

strategic balance would prevail in Europe, precluding a single conti- 

nental empire in West Eurasia. Secondly, that East Asia would remain 

‘passive’, more acted upon than acting, confined within its regional 

bounds, with its sea communications under foreign control. It had 

been these conditions that had allowed the British to push their lightly 

defended bridgeheads of trade and settlement into the Asia-Pacific, to 

concede self-rule to their settler colonies without a levy for external 

defence, and to construct their extraordinary Indian Raj. Only under 

conditions of exceptional stability in Europe could they have dared to 

keep so much of their army so many weeks away in their Indian gar- 

risons. It was those garrisons that (in the last resort) had secured their 

claim on India’s resources to help build a secondary ‘Anglo-Indian’ 

empire in Afro-Asia. 

British public attitudes towards the defence of empire and of 

Britain’s world interests were complex and ambivalent. On the one 

hand, there was after 1930 a widespread revulsion against the thought 

of war. On the other, except among a very small minority, there was 

no sign of revolt against the imperial system or the commitments it 

imposed. The key assumptions of the late-Victorian outlook were still 

in place. Indeed, their persistence may help to explain why the imperial 

system was so rarely discussed as a dispensable burden, or as an entity 

separate from the British Isles. Despite the rise of American power, 

it was still widely thought that Britain held the ‘central place’ in the 

world economy. She remained after all the world’s greatest trader and 

investor, with the most diverse portfolio and the largest business net- 

work. The economics of sea transport and the flow of communications 

still worked in her favour. In geopolitical terms, this centrality meant 

an intermediate position between Continental Eurasia and the Outer 
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World. In the early 1930s, the benefits of this had seemed more obvious 
than ever. In the Home Islands, the Middle East and India, the British 
held forward bases from which to intervene in the Continental world, 

but without becoming part of it. This was the crucial advantage. To be 

wholly in the Outer World (like the United States) without purchase 

in Eurasia, was to risk commercial exclusion from the wealthiest and 

most populated parts of the globe. Without any influence in Continen- 

tal politics, an Outer power might find the Old World unified against 

it, driving it into defensive isolation, or threatening it with encirclement 

and attrition.'’ A purely Continental power, by contrast, was forced 

into constant territorial rivalry. Its frontiers were always at risk. The 

fixed costs of its defence were always high. Access to the Outer World 

was always in doubt. The scope for political and economic freedom 

was narrow, impeding its economic and social development. But the 

intermediate power — Britain — had the best of both worlds. It was less 

exposed to territorial friction. It was hard to isolate and even harder to 

encircle. It could draw on the products of the Outer World and deny 

them to the Continent. And, with a modicum of luck or skill, it could 

ensure that no Continental combination could be formed against it - 

or, if formed, last long. 

These assumptions about Britain’s special trajectory in world 

affairs — what we might call ‘British exceptionalism’ — meant that main- 

stream opinion had been remarkably sanguine that the progressive 

devolution of political power to the white dominions, India, the Middle 

Eastern states and, ultimately, perhaps, the other divisions of the British 

system, would not destroy its ‘natural’ cohesion. It assumed that, under 

almost all imaginable conditions, membership of Britain’s imperial 

association would be far more attractive than the status of client to 

a Continental power or a notably indifferent United States. For small 

or weak states in the modern world, isolation was a mere delusion. Even 

in India, where anti-colonial nationalism was fiercest in the 1930s, the 

British expected a new generation of political leaders to turn its back on 

Gandhi’s atavistic utopia once real self-government came into sight.'* 

For India’s self-interest, whether strategic or commercial, was bound to 

tie it to the maritime world that the British had made, not to Inner or 

East Asia. Autarkic self-sufficiency (as the sub-continent’s whole history 

seemed to prove) was out of the question."} This passive imperialism of 

the status quo coexisted amicably with public attachment to the League 

of Nations as the guarantor of international peace, and with faith in 
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‘collective security’ as the most effective deterrent against a would- 

be aggressor. When the Baldwin government seemed on the verge of 

betraying the collective principle it had so recently endorsed (in the gen- 

eral election of 1935) by agreeing to the dismemberment of Ethiopia, 

public outcry forced it to repudiate the Hoare-Laval pact (the offer to 

Italy) and sacrifice Hoare as Foreign Secretary. Public fear of involve- 

ment in war (fuelled by scares over mass slaughter from bombing) 

made the rearmament programme a delicate issue. The British people, 

Churchill warned in April 1936, would reject rearmament ‘except as 

part of the League policy’.'4 But, as the limitations of the League were 

brutally revealed by the fall of Ethiopia, and the threat from Germany 

became more explicit, this consensus broke down. An influential section 

remained fiercely opposed to the use of force. The veteran campaigner, 

Norman Angell, led those who urged a tougher response to interna- 

tional aggression in a reconstructed League modelled upon a devolved 

democratic British Empire-Commonwealth.'5 There remained a wide 

measure of public agreement that the Versailles settlement was unjust 

and unworkable, and must be revised by ‘peaceful change’; and a corre- 

sponding antipathy to Britain’s involvement in a continental war aimed 

at propping it up. Imperial isolationists (the target of Angell’s criticism) 

sought to square the circle. Lord Lothian, Leo Amery and Edward Grigg 

(all former Milnerites), and The Observer’s editor, J. L. Garvin, wanted 

to bind the Empire together as a cohesive bloc and limit any continen- 

tal commitment to the barest minimum for Britain’s home defence.'® 

They saw little objection to a German advance into Eastern Europe if 

it served to promote an Anglo-German détente. ‘Realist’ appeasement 

was even blunter. Its public champion was E. H. Carr, ex-diplomat, 

polemicist and a pioneering professor of international relations. Carr 

treated collective security as a utopian fantasy and turned a ruthless eye 

on Britain’s international weakness. Restoring equilibrium to the inter- 

national system required peaceful concession to the have-not powers — 

a view that led him to approve of the outcome of Munich.'7 

The most subtle exponent of British grand strategy in the 1930s 

was Basil Liddell Hart, the leading writer on the theory of war. His 

main achievement was to reconcile the contradictions in British pub- 

lic opinion: horror at the prospect of another ‘great war’; confidence 

in Britain’s ‘manifest destiny’ as a global power. He denounced the 

continental campaigns of the First World War as a disastrous depar- 

ture from Britain’s ‘historic strategy’. The ‘British way of warfare’, he 
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argued, was to combine all the elements where Britain was powerful 
to defeat the threats to her global system. A small professional army 
would use amphibious mobility to throw the enemy off balance — not 
engage in the brutal combat of the Western Front. Sea-power would 

throttle a landlocked aggressor. Economic warfare would demolish its 

civilian morale. ‘Moral war’ would subvert its self-belief and ideology. 

The aim was to avoid a new Armageddon, one decisive battle on which 

all would turn. The ‘indirect approach’ (Liddell Hart’s key concept) 

was intended to dissuade an aggressor as much as defeat him. A cold 

war of diplomacy and suasion, on the Byzantine principle of ‘watch 

and weaken’, could be waged indefinitely at sustainable cost. Its central 

virtue in the political climate of the 1930s was to make the defence of 

empire compatible with mass democracy.'® The unanswered question 

as war drew nearer was whether it would be enough to save Britain’s 

system from catastrophic defeat. 

The uncertain state of British public opinion was a major 

influence on policy. For a time, the political and practical limits to 

rearmament seemed to argue against a futile attempt to hold on to 

everything. Perhaps the profligate sweep of Britain’s possessions and 

spheres (expanded still further after 1918) was too vast to defend. 

Perhaps some retrenchment was wise. It was widely acknowledged that 

seizing Germany’s colonies after 1918 had been an act of injustice. Some 

colonial concession might pave the way for a European détente.'? The 

same might have been said for the imperial ambitions of Italy and 

Japan. At a time of depression, Britain lacked both motive and means 

to finance the progress of her ‘undeveloped estates’. A more equitable 

share-out of the colonial world might improve diplomatic relations and 

curb the costs of defence. But, for all their agonising over how to protect 

them, British leaders showed little desire to shrink their global commit- 

ments. Indeed, the whole logic of their policy — and of the resort to 

appeasement — was a tenacious defence of Britain’s worldwide claims. 

The paradox perhaps is more apparent than real. Returning 

Germany’s lost colonies to a Nazi regime raised awkward questions 

about their status as mandates. The attempt to do so would have roused 

humanitarian outrage. Some of them, anyway, were not Britain’s to 

return. Nor was it easier to practise partition diplomacy on the few 

sovereign states that survived in Afro-Asia — the obvious lesson of the 

Ethiopian debacle. Any acknowledgment of Japanese claims in China 

(as opposed to outlying provinces like Manchuria) would have faced 
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similar protest and the intimidating prospect of American hostility. A 

further objection was the uncertain reward for such painful conces- 

sions. Hitler showed no disposition to trade a European settlement 

for colonial small change. There was no serious chance that Tokyo’s 

army-dominated governments would agree a limit on their deepening 

involvement in mainland China. British leaders had to bear in mind that 

to acquiesce in more than modest adjustments to the post-war treaties 

would ruin their claim to represent legality and order in international 

affairs. This inhibition was closely connected to another constraint no 

less powerful for remaining implicit. Governments in London were all 

too aware that their imperial system was in a delicate stage of con- 

stitutional transition. The dominions’ independence had been formally 

ceded in the Statute of Westminster. India’s promotion to (qualified) 

dominion status was clearly foreshadowed in the 1935 Act. Imperial 

devolution made it harder to be sure of the dominions’ support for 

British commitments in Europe, of which their governments had always 

been wary. But it also placed a premium on British prestige as the primus 

inter pares of the ‘British nations’. Any public admission of Britain’s 

military weakness, or of her reluctance to defend all her worldwide 

interests, might weaken her grip on dominion loyalty. Official doubts 

about the navy’s ability to reinforce Singapore in a Far Eastern crisis 

were carefully concealed from the dominion premiers at the Imperial 

Conference in 1937. Similar arguments about imperial prestige applied 

with even greater force in India, Egypt and the Middle Eastern states. 

With so few concessions to make, and no reliable clues as to 

where Germany’s, Italy’s and Japan’s ambitions might lead, there was 

little alternative but to strengthen the base of British military power as 

quickly as possible. From 1936 onwards, the strategic debate became 

more and more fraught. The ‘Anti-Comintern Pact’ signed between 

Berlin and Tokyo in November 1936, despite its avowed purpose, 

warned that the two main ‘revisionist? powers might combine their 

assault on the Eurasian peace settlement of 1919-22, and its main cham- 

pion, Britain. Deterring Japan, insisted the Admiralty, meant sending 

the ‘Main Fleet’ to Singapore. But sending the Fleet east would leave 

the Mediterranean defenceless for an indefinite period, exposing Malta, 

Suez and Egypt. By May 1937, the planners were saying that the Fleet 

could only set out if Germany and Italy had declared their neutrality 

in an East Asia war — an unlikely scenario.*° A ‘new standard navy’, 

matching the sea-power of Germany and Japan, would not be enough if 
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Italy entered the war. Nor could it defend Britain against what seemed 
the greatest danger of all, not a cross-Channel invasion but a ‘knock- 
out’ blow from the air. To counter the threat of such a German attack, 

the Defence Requirements Committee insisted on ‘air parity’ with 

Germany: a heavy bomber force; 2,000 planes with the vital reserves; 

and the industrial capacity to match Germany’s effort. When the 

Treasury came to add up the bill, the figures were daunting. The max- 

imum sum that could be spent safely over the following five years, 

Cabinet ministers were told, was barely enough for the navy and air 

force, let alone the army as well.*! 

Thus, by the time that Neville Chamberlain became prime min- 

ister in May 1937, the strategic outlook had become suddenly bleaker 

and was getting much worse. In July, full-scale war broke out between 

China and Japan. In August, there was fierce fighting in Shanghai, and, 

by September, a Japanese blockade of the China coast. Japan’s invad- 

ing army would soon be more than a million strong. In November 

1937, Italy joined the Anti-Comintern Pact to affirm solidarity with 

Germany and Japan. Meanwhile, in what was Britain’s most likely 

outside source of supply, the American Congress passed the Neutral- 

ity Act to bar the sale of munitions of war to any belligerent. The 

raising of loans there (a major recourse in the First World War) had 

already been blocked by the Johnson Act three years earlier. But Cham- 

berlain was a strong and self-confident leader whose administrative 

ability and careful stewardship of public finance since the 1931 crash 

had earned him his name as a safe pair of hands. Like most main- 

stream opinion, he was strongly against a continental commitment for 

the British army, or an alliance with France that might drag Britain 

into an East European war. He also opposed too fierce a response to 

Japan’s advance into China, preferring the ‘indirect approach’ of giving 

the Kuomintang government some financial assistance. On this, and 

on his eagerness to bury the hatchet with Italy, he was at odds with 

Anthony Eden, his Foreign Secretary.** Unlike Eden (and the Admi- 

ralty), Chamberlain saw little point in challenging Japan to win Amer- 

ican goodwill,*3 and privately disparaged Washington’s diplomacy as 

no more than words. In early 1938, he resisted Roosevelt’s proposal 

of a peace initiative as untimely, pushing a discontented Eden into 

resignation. 

Chamberlain took what he considered a realistic view. He 

favoured the build-up of naval strength, though not on the scale that 
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the Admiralty wanted. But he regarded the deterrent of air power as a 

greater priority. With a heavy bomber force at Britain’s disposal, there 

would be almost no danger of a German ‘knock-out blow’, since the 

RAF’s retaliation would be swift and devastating. With the ‘knock- 

out blow’ ruled out, Hitler would have to reckon on a ‘long war’, 

if he aimed to fight a war at all. In a ‘long war’, almost all experts 

agreed, German chances were slender. There would be stalemate on 

the Western Front, where France was defended by the Maginot Line, 

and stalemate in the air. The longer war went on, the tighter would 

be the British blockade on a German economy that was already over- 

strained. And the more likely it would be that the United States would 

relax its prohibition on providing cash and supplies. With every month 

that passed, the Western Powers would grow stronger and Germany 

weaker. In light of this, it seemed very unlikely that Hitler would 

be rash enough to risk a second German defeat. The best he could 

hope for was some territorial gains, a colony or two and an informal 

hegemony in Southeastern Europe. So the centrepiece of Chamber- 

lain’s grand strategy was to inveigle Hitler into a European settlement. 

Once that was done, the ‘brutal friendship’ between Rome and Berlin 

would quickly fade. When Europe was restabilised would be the time 

to deal with Japan’s opportunistic imperialism. There was a wide con- 

sensus (that included Churchill) that Japan would not dare to attack 

British interests directly unless Britain had already been defeated in 

Europe. 

Chamberlain’s design had a seductive coherence. His critics 

disliked his political tactics but they found it hard to gainsay his strategic 

assumptions — in public at least. It was widely assumed that the ‘have- 

not’ powers could not sustain their huge military budgets for much 

longer without drastic damage to their civilian economies. The chances 

that they could agree upon war aims and synchronise their strategies 

against a set of great-power enemies that might include the United 

States and the Soviet Union as well as Britain and France, seemed 

remote. It seemed more likely that, after huffing and puffing, a new 

equilibrium would emerge in Europe. In the short term, it was vital 

to avoid an ‘accidental’ conflict. Thereafter, the greatest danger that 

faced the British system was of bankrupting itself by overspending on 

defence and risking a new financial crisis on the scale it had faced in 

1931. If that were to happen, the Chamberlainites might have argued, 

the British world-system would disintegrate anyway. 
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Chamberlain’s ideas were soon to be put to the severest of tests. 
In March 1938, the German army marched into Austria to impose the 
Anschluss — Austro-German unification — to wild local enthusiasm. 

Two months later, Hitler opened the campaign for the separation of 

the German-speaking Sudetenland from the main body of Czechoslo- 

vakia, with the transparent intention (after the Anschluss) of absorbing 

it into Germany. The Chamberlain policy now came to its crisis. It 

seemed hard to oppose in principle the right of self-determination for 

the Sudeten Germans. It was even harder to see in practice how Britain 

could prevent the outcome Hitler wanted, without forming an alliance 

with France and the Soviet Union.*4 The danger to Chamberlain’s policy 

was that, if Hitler imposed his will without regard to Britain and France 

(and then annexed the dismembered Czech state), their prestige would 

collapse, and with it the leverage they needed to make Hitler agree 

to a general settlement. This was the issue on which the crisis turned. 

Britain and France had already agreed to the Sudetenland’s ‘return’ (in 

actuality it had never been part of Germany) when Hitler demanded (at 

the Godesberg meeting on 23-24 September) the immediate military 

occupation of the Sudeten areas to ensure ‘stability’. Chamberlain’s 

own inclination was to press the Czech government not to resist. But 

a Cabinet revolt on 27 September, led by Halifax and Simon, his two 

colleagues in the Inner Cabinet dealing with the crisis, brought matters 

to the brink. The next day, the Royal Navy was mobilised. But a fur- 

ther appeal to Hitler, and intervention by Mussolini, prepared the way 

for the Munich Conference. At the fateful meeting on 30 September, 

Hitler agreed to delay occupation and allow an international commis- 

sion to supervise the sovereignty transfer. But, far more important, from 

Chamberlain’s viewpoint, was his agreement that all future change 

in European affairs should be settled peacefully between Britain and 

Germany. Hitler, it seemed, had lost his nerve. It was this piece of 

paper that Chamberlain flourished to such huge acclaim on his return 

to London, and with which he all but demolished his domestic critics. 

The euphoria was pardonable. All roads had led to Munich. 

The Admiralty view had been strongly against a premature confronta- 

tion with Germany before the new fleet was ready.*> British intelli- 

gence about the bomber threat (badly flawed in practice) assumed that 

Germany enjoyed decisive air superiority*® and that Britain was still in 

the danger zone of the ‘knock-out blow’. Despite French belligerence, 

British leaders were highly sceptical of the French will to fight or their 
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capacity to do so. It was widely doubted that British opinion would 

support a war to keep the Sudetenland Czech. A grand alliance with 

the Soviet Union and France, even had it been possible, would have 

courted the risk of a European war with an aftermath worse than after 

1918. The fly in the ointment had been Hitler’s last brutal demand and 

the angry reaction it evoked in Cabinet. The astonishing outcome had 

seemed the best of all worlds, the vital first step down the road to a 

settlement. Hitler had even reiterated the naval promises made in June 

1935.*7 But, as even Chamberlain himself may have sensed, it was too 

good to be true. Hitler’s negative intentions soon became clear. And 

less than six months after the Munich accords he occupied Prague and 

added the rest of Czechoslovakia to the German Reich.?® The defence 

of empire had been based on the hope of a European peace: now it must 

be built on the virtual certainty of a European war. 

With the final collapse of Chamberlain’s grand strategy, British 

world policy fell apart in confusion. To salvage the shreds of his own 

credibility and shore up French confidence in British intentions, Cham- 

berlain issued a guarantee to Poland: Britain would fight for Poland’s 

‘integrity’.*? As panic spread about German influence in Southeast- 

ern Europe and the Mediterranean, further guarantees (and financial 

aid) were extended to Turkey, Greece and oil-rich Romania. Now that 

resistance to Germany depended so heavily on France’s will to fight, 

it was no longer possible to refuse a continental commitment. Intro- 

ducing conscription was an early sign that sending a large army into 

Europe was no longer ruled out. The strategic implications went wider 

and wider. On the reasonable assumption that, when war came, Italy 

would join Germany in an attack on France, the old order of priorities 

was abruptly reversed. The Fleet would stay in the Mediterranean to 

protect vital interests (especially the Canal) and begin the assault on 

the ‘soft underbelly’ of the Axis powers. Whatever happened in East 

Asia, there would be no ‘Main Fleet to Singapore’, or anything like it, 

for an indefinite time. The Admiralty refused to abandon the Singa- 

pore strategy and insisted that a defensive force would be sent to cover 

any threat from Japan.3° Their nerve was tested in June 1939 when 

the British concession area at Tientsin, a treaty-port near Peking, was 

blockaded by the Japanese army searching for Chinese ‘terrorists’. The 

Chiefs of Staff decided that no more than two of the navy’s eleven avail- 

able battleships could be sent to the East if the confrontation turned 

violent: six had to be kept in Home waters, and three in the Eastern 
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Mediterranean.>* At best, they could act as ‘some deterrent’ against 
a major Japanese move into ‘the South China Seas or Australasian 
waters’. If the Japanese moved south ‘in force’, the China squadron 
would have to leave Singapore and ‘retire westwards’.3* To relieve the 
crisis, the British ate humble pie.33 Meanwhile, home defence loomed 

larger and larger. As rearmament quickened and its cost raced ahead 

of the projected budget (hurriedly increased from £1,500 million to 

£2,100 million), purely defensive needs assumed an ever higher pri- 

ority: fighters (to defend) not bombers (to attack); escort vessels (to 

guard convoys) not battleships. The Admiralty’s request for a building 

programme to match the expected new level of German construction 

(Hitler had denounced the 35 per cent limit) was quietly shelved.34 The 

‘new standard navy’ would never be built. 

Two further shocks lay in wait. Fighting the ‘long war’ had 

been the centrepiece of British grand strategy. Offensively, that meant 

blockade. Defensively, it meant Britain’s using her financial muscle to 

outlast any enemy, to fund her allies and buy war materials from any 

part of the globe. In early July, the Treasury punctured this grand illu- 

sion. Britain’s gold stock was larger than in 1914, it said, but much of it 

was ‘fugitive money’ escaping from Europe. A large fraction had gone 

(to the United States), and more would follow if and when the threat of 

war continued. In other respects, the situation was even worse. In 1914, 

short-term capital or ‘hot money’ had flowed back to London: in 1939, 

it was flowing away. In 1914, Britain had a foreign income stream of 

£200 million a year to help finance any overseas purchases and provide 

collateral on foreign loans. In 1939, £200 million was the total sum of 

Britain’s saleable foreign securities. In the First World War, Britain had 

been able to borrow over £800 million from the American government. 

In 1939, such loans were banned by the Johnson Act against defaulting 

debtors. Even at pre-war levels of spending, the reserves in gold and 

foreign securities ‘would barely last three years’: in conditions of war, 

it would be very much shorter.35 In Cabinet, the Chancellor drew the 

brutal lesson. The longer that war was delayed, the weaker would be 

Britain’s financial position.3° But the last shock was the worst. In the 

aftermath of Hitler’s entry into Prague, British leaders had toyed with 

the idea of a Soviet alliance to restore the European balance of power. 

There were many doubts. Could the Red Army fight? Would the East 

European states desert to the Germans? Would the dominions disap- 

prove (Canada and South Africa were said to)? Would Stalin embroil 
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Britain and France in an East European war? Chamberlain’s fear was 

that an alliance would trigger not stop an all-out war and recreate the 

catastrophe of the First World War. Perhaps for this reason the negoti- 

ations were desultory. It soon turned out that they were also academic. 

On 23 August 1939, the Molotov—-Ribbentrop pact was announced to 

the world. Germany and Russia were to be friends if not allies. Russia’s 

vast resources (including its oil) would be open to Hitler. The blockade 

had been broken before it began. Britain was at war less than two weeks 

later: 

By a series of steps the policy-makers in London had led the 

British world-system into a strategic impasse of almost catastrophic 

proportions. They had placed home defence first because Britain’s safety 

in Europe was the ultimate surety for her imperial power. But when it 

came to a fight they found they had no means of winning a European 

war. They had abandoned one ally (Czechoslovakia) that had a modern 

army, and chosen another (however gallant) that did not. They had 

done so on a premise — that time was on their side — which turned out 

to be wrong. They could do almost nothing to help their chosen ally, 

Poland, nor bring pressure to bear on their enemy, Germany. They had 

hesitated over an alliance with Stalin, only to find that he had joined 

their enemies. The weapon of blockade was struck from their hands. 

Planning to crush Germany by their financial power, they found their 

own war-chest shrinking with every month that passed. Their last hope 

of forestalling Germany’s continental supremacy rested almost entirely 

on resistance by France. But ‘war to the last Frenchman’ proved a 

dangerous motto for the British Empire. 

In less than half a decade, British world power seemed to have 

shrunk to undignified impotence, exposing the British system to an 

international war it had little chance of winning. With all the wisdom 

of hindsight, historians have assembled a catalogue of errors. But the 

deeper question is much more interesting. What shaped the course that 

took British leaders into the strategic quagmire of September 1939? 

Five factors exerted a magnetic force upon their geopolitical reasoning. 

First, the system they managed was dispersed and devolved. This had its 

advantages, but its resources could not be assembled quickly, or used 

to meet a sudden emergency. Neither the dominions nor India nor her 

commercial empire could contribute anything to strengthen Britain’s 

hand in the pre-war crises when the initiative was lost. Secondly, British 

leaders were acutely conscious of the peculiar openness of their global 
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system. There was no limes behind which to retreat, no East Wall or 
South Wall to keep out the ‘barbarians’. The British system was a 
marine archipelago: even India was to all intents a strategic ‘island’. Its 

survival amidst the new imperialisms depended upon Britain’s ability to 

shuffle military power between its various segments, refusing to commit 

more than the minimum needed in particular places at a particular time. 

They had no choice but to maintain their huge fixed investment in an 

all-purpose navy even at the expense of their offensive capacity, since 

sea-power alone permitted the strategy of ‘shuffle’. Thirdly, almost 

no one believed that Britain should be an economic Sparta, with a 

controlled economy organised for war. On the contrary, ‘overstraining’ 

the civilian economy would be a self-inflicted and perhaps fatal wound. 

Germany, reasoned most British observers, was bound to ‘blow up’: the 

pressure of rearmament on its civilian sector would become unbearable. 

Britain’s ‘free’ economy would win the day. And, if the worst came to 

the worst, its open structure and global connections would be the vital 

means of throttling Germany in the economic struggle. Hence what was 

needed was not an all-out drive but a skilful balance between immediate 

need and conserving strength for the longer war. Fourthly, for all their 

pragmatism and their inherited lore of imperial statecraft (a ruthless 

business), British leaders displayed a curious faith in the international 

system and its framework of law, perhaps because so much of it was 

their handiwork and it functioned de facto as an informal extension of 

their imperial system. They were loath to admit that, for other states, 

it offered little to ease their frustrations and grievances. They found it 

hard to conceive that ‘civilised’ governments would show contemptuous 

indifference for its rules and procedures. In their insular safety, they 

failed to grasp the cyclonic force of the ideological wars being fought 

in Eurasia. This was most tragically evident in Chamberlain’s failure 

(and that of so many others) to grasp the unlimited scope of Hitler’s 

ambitions, the savage nature of the Nazi regime, the tectonic scale of 

the coming conflict and the brutal imperatives behind the Nazi-Soviet 

pact. They were liberals at sea in a revolutionary age. 

Finally, they were also the victims of a cognitive bias that 

had grown notably stronger in Britain’s inter-war culture. The idea 

that Britain formed a world of its own was very old. Primacy at sea, 

the rewards of trade and the growth of ‘new Britains’ sharpened the 

Victorians’ sense of British ‘exceptionalism’. The assumptions behind 

it were tested to the limit in the First World War. Through a tortuous 
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rationale, they were vindicated by victory. The horror of war on the 

Western Front and revulsion against what seemed a futile slaughter 

made it easy to claim a decisive tole for economic blockade and what 

Liddell Hart would call ‘the indirect approach’. The crucial lesson of 

1918 was lost. Mackinder’s insistence that, without decisive action to 

stop a ‘heartland’ empire being formed in Eurasia, the ‘world-island’ 

would soon come to rule the world, was almost forgotten. Its corollary, 

that British world power required the closest attention to the Euro- 

pean balance, seemed alarmist, impracticable and unnecessary. Hence 

the cavalier presumption that French power would suffice in a German 

war, and that the most ambiguous promise of British aid was all that 

was needed to steel French opinion for a future fight. Hence the failure 

to see that a geostrategic earthquake at their own front door could tear 

up the foundations of their worldwide power. 

The road to Singapore 

The immediate question on the outbreak of war was whether the 

British world-system would hold together. A year before, there had 

been grounds for unease. In Canada, Australia and South Africa, the 

prospect of war in defence of Czech rule over the Sudeten Germans had 

aroused strong misgivings. But there, as in Britain, Hitler’s brutal repu- 

diation of the Munich agreement was a turning point. The European 

crisis could no longer be dismissed as a question of frontier adjust- 

ment in Eastern Europe. In March 1939, in the Canadian Parliament, 

the Prime Minister, Mackenzie King, who had made the dominion’s 

autonomy in external affairs a constant refrain since the early 1920s, 

all but acknowledged that, if Britain went to war, Canada was bound 

to follow. He rehearsed the importance of Canada’s ties with Britain, 

and the unaggressive nature of British world power. ‘A world in which 

Britain was weak would be greatly worse for small countries than a 

world in which she was strong.’37 As a member of the Commonwealth, 

Canada would not escape attack by an enemy of Britain. But the crucial 

speech was made by King’s French Canadian deputy, Ernest Lapointe. 

Since the conscription crisis of 1917-18, French Canadian antipathy 

to involvement in a ‘British’ war had been the most dangerous theme 

in Canadian politics. For the Liberals especially, even debating the 

issue held enormous risks since almost any definition of the party’s 
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view was likely to drive a wedge between its supporters in Quebec 
and those elsewhere in Canada. This was why King had strenuously 
insisted that no decision could be made in advance. But, by March 
1939, this carefully disingenuous position had become untenable. It 
was Lapointe who spelled out the compromise. He shrewdly reminded 
Quebec that to declare neutrality would mean seceding from the Com- 

monwealth, and breaking with the Crown and Westminster, where 

the power to change the Canadian constitution was still deposited - 

largely because of French Canadian fears that its ‘patriation’ would be 

exploited by the non-French majority. But his central argument was 

one of brutal realism. Canadian neutrality would mean the internment 

of British soldiers and ships of war. ‘I ask any one of my fellow coun- 

trymen whether they believe seriously that this could be done without a 

civil war in Canada.’3* On neutrality, British Canadian sentiment was 

far too strong to be thwarted.3? Quebec’s price, said Lapointe, was a 

promise that there should be no conscription. King made the best of 

it. The idea of sending Canadian troops to Europe was out of date, 

he said. The defence of the Empire had been decentralised. The issue 

would not arise. The King—Lapointe formula was a political triumph. 

The huge popular success of the royal tour of Canada in the summer 

gave ample proof that Lapointe was right. When London declared war, 

the Canadian decision was the merest formality.*° 

For quite different reasons, the careful distinction made by 

Mackenzie King between entering the war and sending troops to Europe 

was forcefully echoed by Australian leaders. There was never any ques- 

tion of Australia’s not following the British lead. ‘Let me be clear on 

this’, said the Prime Minister Robert Menzies in a broadcast at the end 

of April, ‘I cannot have a defence of Australia that depends upon British 

sea-power as its first element... and at the same time refuse Britain Aus- 

tralian co-operation at a time of common danger. The British countries 

of the world must stand or fall together.’4' But, in his speech on 6 

September, Menzies carefully avoided spelling out the military impli- 

cations of Australian entry; in fact, sending an expeditionary force to 

Europe along the lines of 1914 had been ruled out the previous day. 

Like the Labor leader John Curtin, Menzies and his cabinet regarded 

the first priority as the defence of Australia against the growing threat 

from the ‘Near North’. Throwing their lot in with Britain was to express 

Britannic solidarity, assert a reciprocal claim on British naval protection 

and seek the best available guarantee of Australia’s survival as a ‘free 
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white country’.4? In the New Zealand Parliament, the government’s 

affirmation of loyalty to King and Commonwealth was seconded by 

the opposition, and the House proceeded without further ado to sing 

the national anthem.*3 In South Africa, however, things were not so 

simple. 

Since 1933, South Africa had been governed by a coalition 

between the National party led by General Hertzog, and the South 

Africa party of Smuts, supported by most ‘English’ voters. After ‘fusion’ 

in 1934, they came together as the United party. By agreeing upon 

South Africa’s status as a fully self-governing dominion, with the King 

as head of state, fusion seemed to have buried the long-standing quarrel 

between ‘republicans’ and ‘loyalists’, and paved the way for a (white) 

South African identity common to both Afrikaners and English. With 

the return of prosperity, the United party trounced the Nationalist rump 

led by D. F. Malan in the general election in 1938. But Afrikaner opinion 

was volatile. 1938 saw a huge commemoration of the Afrikaner ‘Great 

Trek’ a century before, the crystallisation of the founding myth of the 

Afrikaner people, and its physical expression in the plans to construct 

a great Voortrekker monument. At precisely this moment, the crisis in 

Europe reopened the subject of South Africa’s status: was Pretoria free 

to stay neutral in a ‘British’ war? For Hertzog, the price of fusion was a 

definite yes, and he held to this view when the theoretical war of 1938 

became the actual war of 1939. To decide otherwise would split the 

Afrikaner people, wreck the fragile bark of racial good feeling (‘racial- 

ism’ in this period referred usually to English—Afrikaner antipathy) and 

smooth the path of Malanite republicanism.44 The Governor-General, 

Patrick Duncan, Smuts’ former lieutenant and an old protégé of Milner, 

raged privately against London’s ‘war for Danzig’ and the damage it 

would do to fusion, the crowning achievement of South African politics 

since the making of Union.*5 But, when Hertzog put his views to the 

fusion Cabinet, it voted against him by seven to six. 

As a result, the debate in parliament on South African entry 

was quite unlike those in the other dominions, where (whether for 

or against) they were largely formal. Hertzog rejected the argument 

that Hitler was set on world domination and proposed a convoluted 

‘neutrality’ by which South Africa would meet its obligations to its 

Commonwealth associates and the defence of the Simonstown base 

while playing no part in the ‘European’ war. He was opposed by Smuts. 

Smuts had been critical of British policy in Europe and had agreed to 
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neutrality in 1938. But he was also convinced that South Africa would 
be irrevocably damaged by breaking the British connection and by the 

isolation that would follow a declaration of neutrality. Unlike most 

of the Afrikaner politicians, Smuts was convinced that a ‘white’ South 

Africa would only be safe if it absorbed the colonial regions that lay to 

the north — a future that the break with Britain would instantly abort. 

Smuts did not lay bare this reasoning. He avoided any hint of a ‘duty’ 

to Britain — the red rag to the Afrikaner bull. He emphasised instead 

the danger to South Africa (especially South West Africa) of Hitler’s 

drive for world domination, and her need for friends. But perhaps 

his shrewdest hit was to yoke together a threat and a promise. Smuts 

carefully quoted the speech by Lapointe in which he conceded that 

neutrality was impossible, except at the risk of a civil war in Canada. 

And he was at pains to insist that there was no question of South African 

troops being sent to the war. In the vote that followed, Smuts carried 

more than half of the United party with him, as well as the English 

in the small Dominion and Labour parties. Neutrality was rejected by 

sixty-seven to eighty.4° 
In all these four cases, ‘Britannic’ feeling was a powerful force 

for alignment with Britain, and an implicit threat that neutrality was 

unworkable. In the quasi-dominion of Southern Rhodesia, it ensured 

that ‘automatic’ entry was enthusiastically endorsed by white settler 

opinion. In the Irish Free State (‘Eire’ since 1937), where it did not 

exist, and where hostility to partition trumped any sense of shared 

strategic interest, a pragmatic neutrality (sometimes described as ‘half 

in, half out’) was the only option. The debate in the Dail on 2 September 

1939 turned more on the emergency powers that the government would 

assume.47 In most of the rest of the Empire, dependent status made par- 

ticipation involuntary. In India, however, the position was more compli- 

cated. Under the constitution of 1935, provincial self-government had 

been conceded to much of British (i.e. non-Princely) India, and, after 

the 1937 elections, most of the provinces were to be ruled by Congress 

ministers. Technically, since India had not yet attained its promised 

status as a federal dominion, it entered the war by the Viceroy’s procla- 

mation. But the real issue was whether the Indian ministers in the 

provincial governments would remain at their posts and serve a war 

effort directed by the Viceroy in Delhi. 

It was an awkward dilemma. To abandon office after only two 

years might wreck the chance of entrenching Congress at the provincial 
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level and reinforcing its leverage on the central government where the 

Viceroy was still supreme. On the other hand, well before the war, 

there had been a growing fear among many Congress leaders that the 

provincial ministries would prefer the fruits of power to a perhaps futile 

struggle against the federal constitution that Nehru had called ‘a charter 

of slavery’ (it balanced Congress’ influence against that of the Muslims 

and the Princes). The approach of war gave the High Command an 

opportunity to reassert its control over the Congress ministries, reunify 

the movement and restore the priority of political advance at the Indian 

centre by forcing the British to scrap federation. It insisted that Indian 

support could only be given if the London government renounced impe- 

rialism and promised independence to India, with immediate effect so 

far as was possible.4* At the provincial level, this ideological appeal 

was reinforced by more practical fears. Congress ministers were bound 

to be anxious that remaining in office, and aiding the war effort, would 

make them the target for public resentment when its costs were felt. 

So, when the Viceroy promised no more than a post-war review of 

the 1935 constitution, the Congress ministries in Bombay, Madras, the 

United Provinces, the Central Provinces, Bihar, Orissa and the North 

West Frontier Province followed the High Command’s instructions and 

resigned in a body. What Congress could not do was to win the sup- 

port of the Muslim League for its policy of pressure. Jinnah’s price 

was predictably high: recognition of the League as the sole represen- 

tative of all Indian Muslims. No agreement was possible.4? So, while 

Jinnah too had a bone to pick with the British Raj, Muslim cooperation 

was not withdrawn, and in the Punjab and Bengal Muslim-dominated 

governments gave unconditional backing to the imperial war. 

For many months it was war in slow motion and a war without 

strategy. Chamberlain’s plans were opaque, but the apparent aim was 

to contain German expansion without recourse to unlimited war. The 

first priority was to strengthen the air force, the vital shield against 

the ‘knock-out’ blow. The timetable for sending a large army to France 

was much more leisurely. Instead of the fifty-five divisions that Churchill 

wanted to match France’s effort, barely twenty were planned for the sec- 

ond year of war.° Far from rearming to the hilt with maximum speed, 

Chamberlain was determined to conserve British resources and avoid 

the sell-off of overseas assets. At the present rate of spending, calculated 

the American business magazine Fortune (a little wistfully) in the spring 

of 1940, it would be four years before Britain and France had to realise 
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their direct investments abroad.5' Meanwhile, the Western Powers 
stood on the defensive: even at sea the Royal Navy was fully stretched 
to contain the German attack using U-boats and cruisers. One German 

raider in the North Atlantic, grumbled Churchill (now First Lord of 

the Admiralty), required the efforts of half of Britain’s battle fleet.5? 

But, as the weeks of inaction stretched into months, the risk of disaster 

seemed more and more remote. The ‘worst-case scenario’ of the pre- 

war strategists had failed to materialise. Italy and Japan both remained 

neutral. Germany’s failure to strike suggested a loss of self-confidence. 

On 4 April 1940, Chamberlain told a Conservative party meeting that 

‘Hitler had missed the bus’. Hitler might have replied: some miss, some 

bus. Five days later, he invaded Denmark. On 10 May (as Churchill 

became premier), the Germans attacked in the West. On 14 June, they 

occupied Paris, and, on 22 June, received the surrender of France. 

The fall of France opened the decisive phase of Britain’s impe- 

rial crisis. While the hiatus had lasted, the internal relations of the 

British system had seemed little affected by the strains of war. But the 

collapse of France was a catastrophic blow, whose full implications 

had been scarcely imaginable before it actually happened. The disas- 

ter that had loomed only briefly over the British world-system in mid- 

1918 now arrived in earnest. Britain itself was exposed to invasion. 

France’s coastline became the springboard for the German onslaught 

in the North Atlantic. French defeat was the signal for Italian aggres- 

sion in the Mediterranean and a direct attack on British control over 

Egypt and Suez. It was an open encouragement to a Japanese advance 

into French Indo-China, as the forward base for the invasion of British 

Malaya and the Dutch East Indies. It was the brutal demolition of 

almost all the assumptions on which confidence in the future of British 

world power had come to depend: the shield afforded by the European 

balance of power; the sufficiency of British naval strength once ade- 

quately modernised; the latent force of global economic power once 

properly mobilised. The Allied economic strategy, remarked a writer in 

Fortune, ‘like their military, had a Maginot Line — their free and fruitful 

institutions against which no reluctant army of slaves could possibly 

prevail. Behind these, as behind the immobile bastions in France, they 

hopefully undertook to fight a war of position, “of limited risks”, until 

they could laboriously convert their incredible wealth into goods of 

destruction. But the enemy, who was committed to a war of unlimited 

risk, did not wait.’53 Amid the terrible urgencies of an ever-widening 
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war, both the material resources and sustaining myths of the pre-war 

empire began to look dangerously frail. 

Between June 1940 and October 1942 a disastrous defeat in 

one or more theatre of war threatened the rapid collapse of British 

world power. The most pressing danger was the invasion of Britain 

itself, thwarted in the hour of maximum danger by the desperate strug- 

gle for air supremacy over Southeast England and the English Channel 

in the Battle of Britain. But the extreme vulnerability of Britain during 

the long year of war without any great-power ally meant that Chamber- 

lain’s financial caution had to be cast to the wind in the race to buy arms 

before it was too late. The long-war illusion had become the short-war 

nightmare. Meanwhile, a vast effort was being put into the build-up 

of air power, the one weapon with which Britain could strike directly 

at Germany. The new war in the Middle East also created a voracious 

demand for manpower, supplies and the shipping to send them. As the 

Mediterranean route grew more dangerous (and was eventually closed), 

the importance of the Cape and of reinforcements from South Africa, 

Australia, New Zealand and India in the defence of Egypt became 

greater and greater. ‘On no account’, wrote Churchill in January 1941, 

‘must General Smuts be discouraged from his bold and sound policy or 

working South African Forces into the main theatre.’5+ By June 1941, 

Churchill intended Britain’s Middle East forces to comprise some six- 

teen divisions: eight Indian, four Australian, two South African, one 

New Zealand and three British.55 But the calamitous intervention in 

Greece (partly to forestall the German overawing of Turkey), and the 

dramatic impact of Rommel’s Afrika Korps on the North African cam- 

paign, wrecked the early hopes of a decisive imperial victory. By June 

1942, the defence of Egypt and Suez, and Britain’s whole position in the 

Middle East, had reached its lowest ebb. To Churchill and his advisers 

it was obvious that, if Egypt fell, the British world-system would be cut 

in half. In the North Atlantic, they faced a struggle that was no less deci- 

sive for British prospects. A huge proportion of Britain’s naval capacity, 

including some of the most powerful ships, was diverted to convoying 

and the hunt for U-boats and the even more dangerous German sur- 

face raiders. By June 1941, the losses of shipping had become so heavy 

that further announcement of them was abruptly halted. The intense 

strain felt in the North Atlantic and Mediterranean meant that any size- 

able reinforcement of British sea-power in Southeast Asia was out of 

the question, despite the warning signs of a Japanese advance and the 
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rising tension between Tokyo and Washington. It was the impossibility 

of assembling a larger force in time that led to the fateful decision in 

October 1941 to send Prince of Wales, one of the Navy’s most up-to- 

date battleships, to deter any Japanese move — but without the air-cover 

or flotilla defence that was its vital complement. The sinking of Prince 

of Wales and Repulse within days of the outbreak of the Pacific War 

removed all chance of disrupting Japan’s invasion of Malaya, and its 

epic climax, the fall of Singapore in the middle of February 1942. 

The four-cornered assault on the British world-system did not 

bring about a catastrophic defeat, nor the total disintegration that 

haunted the strategists. But it did set in motion a rapid, cumulative and 

irreversible transformation of the pre-war structure of British world 

power. This was felt differently by the four dominions that had joined 

the war. In Canada, Mackenzie King’s initial caution about sending 

troops to Europe had been quickly overcome.’* King and his colleagues 

were uneasy that too slow a mobilisation would expose them to attack 

by the Conservative opposition for lack of loyalty to Britain.57 But the 

fall of France in June 1940 was a turning point. It rammed home the 

danger that Canada itself might be exposed to attack if Britain were 

invaded or British sea-power disabled. In August 1940, joint plan- 

ning for the defence of the North American continent was agreed by 

Roosevelt and King in their discussions at Ogdensburg. A long stride 

had been taken towards strategic integration between the United States 

and Canada. It passed almost unchallenged by King’s Conservative 

critics’ — although not by Churchill, to whom King retorted that 

Canada was sending Britain military aid.5? It would be wrong to see 

the Ogdensburg agreement as the calculated transfer of Canadian secu- 

rity from one great-power patron to another, or as a deliberate switch 

from ‘imperialism’ to ‘continentalism’. In the frantic summer of 1940, 

Canadian leaders contemplated the prospect of a British surrender — 

in which all their available military strength would be swallowed 

up — and its effects upon their trade-dependent economy and fragile 

sectional politics. Canada might have to assume the leadership of the 

Commonwealth much sooner than anyone expected, Mackenzie King 

told his colleagues.°° Once the immediate crisis was past, ministers like 

Ralston (a First World War veteran) and Macdonald were determined 

that Canada should be fully committed to the military as well as the 

industrial struggle. But, at the moment of Britain’s greatest weakness, 

Ottawa had been forced to agree that its continental alliance should 
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henceforth be permanent.*' The British connection was now to be lim- 

ited by a third-party contract. Secondly, within a few months it was 

also clear that the Canadian supplies for which Britain was desperate 

could only be sent if Washington helped Canada to buy its American 

imports, and filled the foreign exchange gap left by Britain’s inability 

to pay for Canadian goods in convertible funds (before 1939, Canada 

had met its deficit with the United States from its positive balance on 

British trade). The Hyde Park agreement of April 1941, said King, 

62 strategic partnership was the ‘economic corollary’ of Ogdensburg: 

implied economic integration. Thirdly, the savage battle of the ship- 

ping lanes that raged deep into 1943, and the huge Canadian effort 

that was needed to guard North America’s eastern approaches against 

U-boat attack, gave cruel proof that Britain had lost (for the time being 

at least) the ‘empire of the North Atlantic’.°3? Whatever the strength of 

the sentimental tie, the material basis of Anglo-Canadian relations had 

been altered for good. 

Much the same was true of the Pacific dominions. Australia 

had joined Britain at war without hesitation, but the Australian gov- 

ernment pinned its hopes on an early peace.°4 Thereafter, it waged 

an unrelenting campaign for influence in London — through represen- 

tation in an ‘Imperial War Cabinet’ (promptly rejected in London), 

through a personal visit by the Prime Minister, Menzies, in the spring 

of 1941, and by urging a meeting of dominion prime ministers.°5 Aus- 

tralian ministers were deeply uneasy over the concentration of British 

naval and military power in Europe, and the lack of any real deter- 

rent to a Japanese attack. To make matters worse, the prompt offer 

by New Zealand to send a division to fight in Europe had forced them 

to make a matching offer.°° By 1941, three Australian divisions were 

fighting in the Middle East, and the small Australian navy had been 

placed at Britain’s disposal. As alarm about Japanese intentions grew, 

the Australian and New Zealand governments were forced to accept 

Churchill’s reassurances that Japan would do nothing until Britain was 

defeated, and that, if they were attacked, the British would abandon 

the Mediterranean struggle and send army and navy to protect kith and 

kin. The military debacle of mid-1941, when the disastrous invasion of 

Greece and Crete wrecked an Australian and a New Zealand division, 

intensified Canberra’s mistrust of Churchill. But the new Labor Prime 

Minister, John Curtin (who had originally opposed sending Australian 

troops abroad), was very reluctant to ask for the return of Australian 
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troops. He accepted the argument that Singapore was the key to Aus- 
tralia’s defence.°? When Australian troops were sent back from the 
Middle East (at Churchill’s suggestion) after Pearl Harbor, their desti- 
nation was Java. It was only after the fall of Singapore on 15 February 
1942 that Curtin insisted, after a furious exchange with Churchill, 
that the two divisions in transit — the dominion’s sole trained fighting 
force — should be diverted not to Burma but home to Australia. 

By that time, Curtin had already infuriated Churchill by his 

notorious New Year’s message announcing that Australia ‘looks to 

America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the 

United Kingdom’. What has often been seen as a symbolic repudiation 

of the old tradition of imperial loyalty was much more ambivalent. It 

is better seen as an anxious attempt to claim a full Australian place 

in strategic planning as America’s main partner in the Pacific War (a 

claim badly received in Washington). In this role, Curtin was saying, 

Australia would not be Britain’s poodle. Both Curtin and Fraser, the 

New Zealand Prime Minister, recognised that their own defence, as 

well as ultimate victory in the Pacific conflict, largely rested in American 

hands. But neither wanted to abandon the British connection or would 

have been allowed to do so by their public opinion. As the overweening 

scale of American power became more and more evident, they searched 

for better ways to influence Anglo-American policy and the post-war 

settlement. Closer Commonwealth unity (to secure British backing), 

local solidarity (as in the Australia-New Zealand agreement of January 

1944) and the long-standing claim that the Pacific dominions should 

represent all Britain’s interests in the South Pacific (as the ‘trustees of 

British civilisation’) were their preferred (and perhaps only) means to 

this urgent end. But there was no brooking the fact that, with the fall 

of Singapore (taking with it all hope of a British fleet being sent to 

Southeast Asia — Churchill had planned to send a battle squadron east 

in May 1942), the Pacific dominions had passed from the strategic 

sphere of the British system into that of the United States. 

In all three dominions where there was a Britannic majority, 

the sense of being ‘British’ countries remained strong and there was 

a continued and intense commitment to the survival of Britain as an 

independent great power. The armies despatched by dominion govern- 

ments told only half the story. Among RAF aircrews, where losses were 

highest and life expectancy shortest, dominion volunteers were out of 

all proportion to their population size.°* ‘England is the home of our 
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race’, said an Australian Labor MP in June 1940. ‘We love England, 

and if England should go down, it would seem to me as if the sun went 

down.’®? But all three had been forced to find ways of compensating 

for the British weaknesses so starkly revealed between 1940 and 1942. 

All three had been forced to recognise that the old reciprocity of the 

British system could no longer be counted on. The unstinting commit- 

ment of the dominions’ manpower to an imperial war had been based 

on the assumption that British sea-power would keep their homelands 

safe. After 1940-2, that assumption could no longer be made: another 

great-power protector was needed whose claims might be greater. For 

the British system, the implications were profound. Since the late nine- 

teenth century, the mutual and unconditional loyalty of the ‘British’ 

countries had lain at the core of British world power. Their relatively 

high levels of economic development (Canada’s national income, cal- 

culated The Economist in 1941, was as large as Italy’s7°), their shared 

political values, and their astonishing capacity to mobilise their man- 

power for faraway wars, made them valued allies out of all proportion 

to their population size. Their oft-declared loyalty to King and Empire 

was an important source of psychological reassurance to the British at 

home that their global burdens would be shared in a crisis. Though it 

took some time before the pattern was clear, 1942 saw the end of this 

old imperial nexus. As they took stock of their interests in the world- 

wide war, it was to a new international order that they began to look 

to supplement, replace or incorporate the British connection. 

It was ironic that this trend was weakest in the least Britannic 

of the overseas dominions. In South Africa, Smuts had won the support 

of enough Afrikaners to back South African entry. The volunteer army 

despatched to fight in East and North Africa was composed of Afrikan- 

ers as much as English South Africans.7' Smuts waged a vigorous propa- 

ganda campaign to win over South African opinion and counter the calls 

for peace made by opposition politicians after the fall of France. But in 

South Africa’s case there was no Singapore, although, with the crisis of 

the North African war in July 1942, Smuts was anxious enough to start 

thinking of how South African forces might be withdrawn to stage a 

fighting retreat up the Nile valley.7* In 1943, after Alamein, Smuts was 

strong enough to win a decisive victory in a general election (another 

‘khaki electie’ as his opponents complained). The pragmatic basis of 

Anglo-South African relations, helped by the specially favourable treat- 

ment in imports and shipping by which Churchill aimed to bolster 
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Smuts’ popularity,7> was undisturbed by the presence of an alternative 
great-power patron in the Southern African sub-continent. But there 

were warning signs that the greater warmth that Smuts had brought 

to the imperial link would only be temporary. Afrikaner nationalism, 

frustrated in parliament, mobilised furiously among teachers and jour- 

nalists and denounced Smuts’ government as a British lackey. The 1943 

election was a formal triumph, but a closer analysis was less reassuring. 

The percentage of Afrikaners who voted for the United party fell from 

40 per cent in 1938 to 32 per cent,”4 while the nationalist opposition 

was united firmly behind D. F. Malan and an independent republic out- 

side the Empire.75 The dream of fusion and Afrikaner reconciliation to 

the British system was fading away. 

The second pillar of British world power was the Indian Raj. 

India had been the captive market for Britain’s largest export, an impor- 

tant field for British investment and a vital contributor to Britain’s bal- 

ance of payments — though all three had suffered badly in the 1930s. 

But its greatest value after 1900 had been as the indispensable auxiliary 

to Britain’s military power. The Indian budget had paid for two-thirds 

of the Empire’s standing army. Its vast rural manpower formed an 

inexhaustible reserve against an imperial emergency. At the outbreak 

of war, however, India’s military strength was in decline. The Indian 

army was unmechanised. Funds were short. The modernisation pro- 

gramme, for which London was paying, had hardly begun. Nor was it 

expected that Indian troops would play an important part in the Euro- 

pean war. The main objective of the Army in India (a term used for the 

combined British garrison and the Indian army proper) was to defend 

the Northwest Frontier against Afghanistan. The Nazi-Soviet pact of 

August 1939 made it seem all the more important to keep watch on the 

Central Asian front against the ‘old enemy’. 

As a result, although the Viceroy would have liked to enlist 

Congress support and keep their ministries in office, there was no sense 

of urgency on the British side. After May 1940, the picture changed 

dramatically. Over the next six months, the Indian army was almost 

doubled in size. In the following two years, the total strength of its 

combat arms rose to over two million.7° Recruitment, supply and the 

promotion of war industries became the central preoccupation of the 

Indian government. The cooperation of Indians (especially the edu- 

cated) became more and more vital, and the wooing of opinion all the 

more necessary. Not surprisingly, then, the Viceroy, Lord Linlithgow, 
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made another attempt to draw representatives of the Congress into the 

government. The ‘August Offer’ promised dominion status at the end 

of the war (no deadline had been offered previously), Congress seats in 

the Viceroy’s ‘cabinet’, and an advisory council to bring a larger Indian 

voice into the war effort.77 The Congress refused. Dominion status, 

said Jawaharlal Nehru, was ‘as dead as a doornail’. India must be free 

to leave the Empire-Commonwealth. 

The widening rift between the British and Congress was not 

just the result of nationalist mistrust of British intentions, or the paci- 

fist inclinations of the large Gandhian wing. The real reason was the 

tacit but deepening commitment of the British to the claims advanced 

by the Muslim League. Since the Lahore resolution of March 1940, its 

leader Jinnah had insisted on a Muslim veto — in effect a League veto — 

on any constitutional settlement hammered out for India. An inde- 

pendent India must acknowledge ‘Pakistan’ - the whole community 

of Indian Muslims — as an equal partner in a confederal India.7* The 

League would negotiate an equal footing with the Congress. Of course, 

successive Viceroys had long recognised the Muslim claim to separate 

representation, to protection against a ‘Hindu Raj’, and to the right 

to govern the Muslim majority provinces. The grand federal scheme 

of 1935 had been designed to prevent the concentration of power in 

Congress hands by devolving heavily to semi-autonomous provinces. 

But, from 1940 onwards, the politics of war gave a fierce twist to this 

established policy. The most vital zones of the Indian war effort were 

Muslim majority provinces: Bengal, which contained more than half of 

India’s industrial capacity; and the Punjab, the main recruiting ground 

of the Indian army. In both, Muslim-dominated governments had co- 

operated willingly.” But their goodwill and stability could not be taken 

for granted — especially if talk of constitutional change raised the tem- 

perature of Hindu-Muslim rivalry. Nor would recruitment continue 

if communal tensions discouraged would-be sepoys from leaving their 

homes.8° 

The result politically was that, at the very moment when it 

was more important than ever to gain the cooperation of Congress, 

the British had less than ever (of what really mattered) to give away 

in return. The stalemate persisted until the end of 1941 and the early 

phase of the Pacific War. Then the rapid advance of the Japanese armies 

showed that India would soon be in the war’s front-line and that its 

war effort would need to be cranked up to even higher levels. This 
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was not the only worry. The dismal failure of Malaya’s defence raised 
a disturbing question. What would happen if India were attacked or 
invaded? Would the internal administration fall apart as Indians refused 
to take orders or abandoned their posts? Would the Indian masses sim- 
ply disown a colonial regime in which the largest party had no share 
of power? The prospect unnerved the government in London. The case 
for a new approach was strengthened by signs that the Congress ‘mod- 
erates’ might be more amenable, and even more perhaps by Churchill’s 

grudging acceptance that some new initiative was needed to disarm 

American complaints against colonial rule.** Congress endorsement of 

the British war effort (then at its nadir) would be helpful evidence of 

the continued vitality of the British system. What was needed, urged 

Clement Attlee, in a burst of hyperbole, was someone who would 

save the British Empire in the East as Lord Durham had once saved 

Canada.** Singapore fell thirteen days later. 

The fruit of this rethink at the war’s worst moment was to be 

a new constitutional offer. As soon as the war ended, India’s politi- 

cal future would be handed over to a ‘constitution-making body’, free 

to withdraw India from Empire membership and the British system. 

Meanwhile, Indian participation in the Viceroy’s government would 

be increased significantly. It would even include a defence minister 

with control over almost everything except operational matters. At 

the Viceroy’s insistence (he threatened to resign), the offer was not 

published. Instead, it was taken to India (and published there) by 

Sir Stafford Cripps, widely considered Churchill’s likeliest successor. 

Cripps began with high hopes that his old friendships in Congress would 

win him a deal. But two insoluble differences wrecked his prospects. 

The first (and less serious) was the Congress insistence on a direct 

say in defence operations — a demand to which London, the Viceroy 

and Cripps himself were unanimously opposed. The second (and more 

fundamental) was the British insistence that, whatever the model of 

independence proposed after the war, the Muslim provinces and the 

princely states would be free to opt out and make their own arrange- 

ments in negotiation with Britain. It would be up to the Congress to find 

an acceptable formula. This was the recipe for ‘Pakistan’ or — worse still 

‘balkanisation’ — that the Congress feared most and rejected completely. 

With an imperial war effort ever more deeply dependent upon Muslim 

goodwill, it was also the recipe that London could not surrender. By 

early April, all negotiation was over (Congress gave its final rejection 
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on ro April), and Cripps was on his way home.*3 Two months later, 

as the Japanese armies drove closer towards the Indian frontier, the 

Congress passed its ‘Quit India’'resolution, and set in motion a mass 

campaign to bring British rule to an immediate end. 

The failure to agree with Congress did not prevent the British 

from using Indian resources and manpower to fight the rest of their 

imperial war. Nor did Quit India prevent the successful defence of the 

Indian frontier in the desperate battles of Imphal and Kohima. Never- 

theless, the Cripps offer and its violent aftermath signalled the definite 

end of India’s special place in the British system: the sentence of death 

was merely postponed. It was true, of course, that the federal scheme 

on which the British set such store had stalled politically before the 

war. It was also true that any further advance towards dominion status 

would have meant a progressive reduction in India’s military contri- 

bution to imperial defence. The British garrison, for which India paid, 

would have had to go home. On the other hand, it was more than 

likely that, with the power to shape its successor regime (without a 

deadline, a ‘constitution-making body’, or a prior commitment that 

India could secede from the British system), the Viceroy’s government 

would have secured special status for the Indian army, largely officered 

by British expatriates, and tied India closely (through a treaty or bases) 

into the global system of imperial defence. But for the Pacific War, India 

would still have been a financial debtor, a dependent part of London’s 

sterling empire. But, in its desperate scramble for a constitutional settle- 

ment amid the political fall-out of the Singapore surrender, Churchill’s 

Cabinet was forced to play almost all its trumps. Abdicating control 

over the constitutional process, let alone the timing of the constitutional 

convention, was a last-ditch effort to soothe away Congress outrage at 

the Muslim veto. Cripps’ ultimate failure and the violent unrest of Quit 

India that followed left the Raj a political bankrupt. It could repress 

disorder and gaol the Congress leadership (Nehru went to gaol for the 

rest of the war*4). But it had no means of containing the rising tide 

of communal tension, and nothing left to trade with India’s political 

leaders. The promise to go had been published abroad. In two revolu- 

tionary years, the British had ‘sold off? what remained of their Indian 

empire to meet the pressing demands of their last imperial crisis. 

The third blow was perhaps the hardest: the collapse of 

London’s commercial empire, the ultimate guarantee, alongside sea- 

power and the Home Islands’ resources, of Britain’s global status. By 
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the outbreak of war, that commercial empire was very different from 
what it had been in 1913. Then London had been the undisputed centre 

of a global trading system, and sterling the indispensable medium for 

international transactions. British investment, like British trade, was as 

much international as imperial: nearly half was placed in Latin Amer- 

ica or the United States. The huge stream of income from Britain’s 

‘invisible exports’ was reinvested abroad to build up still further the 

enormous claim on overseas resources. The First World War had cut 

this empire down to size. Its dollar assets were sold to buy munitions in 

the United States (by 1929, claimed The Economist, only 3 per cent of 

British investment was in the US*5). A huge debt was contracted. And 

heavy borrowing at home reduced the capital available to lend over- 

seas. After 1931, when Britain went off gold and adopted protection, 

the commercial empire had become more and more a sterling empire. 

Following the Ottawa agreements of 1932, the British Empire countries 

with Argentina (and some other non-empire states) formed a trading 

bloc. With the exception of Canada, they also acted as a currency bloc, 

the sterling area. By the late 1930s, a large proportion of British trade 

was conducted within the sterling area and the post-war tendency to 

concentrate British investment in empire countries became even more 

marked — reaching 62 per cent of the total at the end of 1936.°° As the 

effects of depression bit deeper, Britain’s portfolio of overseas assets 

slowly shrank. The marked shift towards investment at home, and a 

much less favourable balance of payments after 1930, made it hard to 

replenish the capital fund at the rate that was needed to maintain its 

value. Nevertheless, in a world divided into economic zones, London’s 

commercial empire was second to none. London was still the banker to 

the largest group of trading countries. It had preserved the core of its old 

financial business, and its overseas clients (including the dominions and 

India) were among the soundest. Britain’s overseas trade was as large as 

that of the United States — despite the huge disparity in national output. 

The invisible earnings from this great commercial network still paid for 

a quarter of her merchandise imports and supplied 5 per cent of the 

national income.*7 
The Achilles’ heel of the British system was its need for dollars. 

Before the war this was a manageable problem: protection and sterling 

area cooperation had cut the demand for American goods. Predictions 

of America’s commercial primacy had been decidedly premature. In 

fact, America’s record of economic recovery from depression had been 
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much worse than Britain’s. Nor was it obvious that there could be 

any escape to a permanent level of greater prosperity. The American 

economy had been badly squeezed by the general collapse of agricul- 

tural prices, affecting up to one-third of its workforce. To prop them 

up and defend manufacturing against outside competition meant heavy 

protection and a growing burden of internal debt. As imports shriv- 

elled, American exports also suffered - from retaliation abroad and 

the lack of dollars in foreign hands. There was no ‘dollar empire’ of 

complementary producers to soak up the surplus of American indus- 

try. American resentment at economic misfortune was partly aimed at 

London’s sterling empire, and at what were seen as Britain’s persis- 

tent attempts to devalue sterling against the dollar.®? Although the late 

1930s had seen somewhat better relations (the Anglo-American trade 

agreement of 1938 had made limited concessions to American exports), 

there could be little doubt that breaking up (or into) London’s commer- 

cial empire was the most obvious way of expanding America’s trade in 

a deeply segmented international economy. 

Until 1940, there was little chance that they could do so. Cham- 

berlain had been very protective of the sterling empire and part of the 

rationale of his slow-motion war had been to reduce to the minimum 

the financial strain of additional dollar purchases. Britain’s dollar assets 

were carefully husbanded and London built up a large stockpile of gold, 

buying the entire production of South Africa’s mines in return for ster- 

ling. But, after June 1940, this cautious strategy was blown to pieces. 

In the desperate rush to re-equip Britain’s armies for a war of survival, 

every marketable asset was pressed into service. Paying cash on the 

nail, the British purchasing mission bought all the American supplies 

they could find. By December 1940, more than half of Britain’s pre- 

war stock of dollars and gold had been spent®? and the haemorrhage 

was such that the rest would have been spent by March 1941. In the 

event, the threat of bankruptcy, default and economic defeat was lifted 

by lend-lease. Even so, by September 1941, gold and dollar assets had 

shrunk even further to $1,527 million (approximately £340 million), 

out of which pre-lend—lease contracts and non-lend—lease items had 

still to be met, a total of more than $1 billion.2° Nor, of course, was 

lend-lease a gift without strings. 

Roosevelt’s eagerness to help Britain rearm was entirely gen- 

uine, and entirely self-interested. From his economic advisers, and the 

business interests represented in Congress, British pleas for financial aid 
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drew a calculated response. They were determined not to ease London’s 
shortfall in dollars and gold only to find that, when the war had ended, 
they were back where they started, facing a sterling empire. They were 
deeply suspicious that the British were hiding their fabled wealth. They 
demanded a visible sacrifice of British-owned enterprises in the United 
States.?" And they made three stipulations in return for lend-lease. 

British reserves were to be run down to the lowest possible level (a 

demand later eased); British exports, especially to dollar markets, were 

to be pegged back sharply — to less than one-third of pre-war levels; 

and, at the end of the war, the British would have to agree to aban- 

don any trade discrimination against American exports. The sterling 

empire would be blasted open. Its industrial engine-room and finan- 

cial power-house would be drastically weakened. In unspecified ways, 

it would have to make good the largesse of lend—lease.?* Its member 

states would look elsewhere. To J. M. Keynes, the ‘Churchill’ of the 

economic war, the negotiation with America was a gruelling struggle 

for what was left of Britain’s commercial independence.3 

This doomsday scenario was not entirely realised — for reasons 

to be explained in the following chapter. But there was little doubt 

that between 1940 and 1942 the pre-war balance of commercial power 

between London and Washington shifted for good and erased in the 

process Britain’s century-old status as a (and, for much of the time, the) 

dominant force in the world’s trading economy. This was not just a 

matter of exhausting Britain’s assets in dollars and gold. In the sterling 

empire, too, the dramatic change in the scope of the war piled up new 

obligations overseas. “The growth of balances in favour of other parts 

of the sterling area is becoming unmanageable’, remarked Keynes in 

June 1942. ‘The more the war moves to the East, the more we spend in 

the Middle East and India.’94 By September 1942, Britain already owed 

India some £360 million for goods and services supplied to the war 

effort, wiping out the whole of India’s pre-war debt to Britain. A year 

later, the figure was £655 million. Egypt was owed some £250 million. 

It would mean, said Keynes, ‘great prospective embarrassment’.?> What 

Keynes had in mind was obvious enough. The large sterling balances 

(i.e. the amounts Britain would have to pay sterling area countries at the 

end of the war) would mean much larger exports than before the war, 

to meet overseas debts and compensate for the loss of invisible income. 

Without the cushion of invisibles, it would be a constant struggle to 

avoid a deficit on the balance of payments. There would be no surplus 
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to rebuild Britain’s overseas investment, and the attractions of sterling 

as an international currency (a highly profitable status) would soon 

disappear. The vicious circle would close. Across the Atlantic, the new 

economic order had already been glimpsed. The Pax Britannica was 

dead, announced Fortune magazine in May 1942. Britain was ‘broke, 

her empire shrivelled... her banking and insurance income will never 

come back and her merchant marine is sinking’.?° ‘Since the Pax Bri- 

tannica can no longer be counted on to defend America, what kind of 

world-power system does America propose to put in its place?’ 

The fall of Singapore 

Churchill had convinced himself, and sought to convince others, that 

Japan would not dare enter the war until Britain was defeated or dis- 

abled. Under the terrible strain of the invasion threat, the Atlantic strug- 

gle and the see-saw war in the Mediterranean and North Africa, it was 

hardly surprising that neither he nor his Chiefs of Staff found much time 

to ponder the risks of defeat if Japan attacked Singapore and Malaya. 

Even after Pearl Harbor, Churchill fell back on the comforting mantra 

that Singapore could hold out in a six-month siege.?” Local army opin- 

ion took refuge in racial contempt for Japanese military prowess: the 

Japanese might beat Chinese armies; Europeans would be different. But, 

when the Japanese army invaded northern Malaya, its battle-hardened 

veterans were more than a match for its British, Indian and Australian 

defenders, many of them recently recruited, poorly trained or barely 

acclimatised. The catastrophic loss of Prince of Wales and Repulse, 

poor intelligence and the lack of air power combined with poor gener- 

alship to turn Singapore from an ‘impregnable fortress’ into the ‘naked 

island’. Once the British forces had abandoned the mainland and fled 

onto Singapore island, their fate was sealed. On 15 February 1942, 

130,000 British Empire troops surrendered to a numerically inferior 

attacking force. 

The symbolic importance of such a shameful failure was bound 

to be large. In The Times despatch from nearby Batavia (modern 

Jakarta), the obvious lesson was drawn. ‘“Soft” troops, unenterprising 

commanders, an apathetic native population — these are not the signs 

of a gallant army betrayed only by bad luck; they sound uncomfortably 

like the dissolution of an empire.’?* In his private diary, Churchill’s 
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most senior military adviser expressed a similar foreboding. ‘We are 

paying very heavily now for failing to face the insurance premiums 

necessary for security of an Empire! This has usually been the main 

cause for the loss of Empires in the past.’9? As defeat sank in at home, 

there were loud demands for a new approach to colonial rule, and a 

‘colonial charter’ to win the hearts and minds of Britain’s subject mil- 

lions. Fresh impetus was given (as we saw earlier) to the search for an 

Indian settlement. A propaganda campaign was launched to make the 

imperial case in the United States, before opinion there hardened into 

an angry contempt for Britain’s dysfunctional empire. But the meaning 

of Singapore was not just symbolic. 

Singapore’s fall was the brutal proof that the Eurasian Rev- 

olution of the 1930s and 1940s had reached its climax. The global 

preconditions in which a British world-system had been continuously 

viable since the 1830s and 1840s had all but disappeared in the storms 

of war. The European balance, precariously restored after 1918, had 

been comprehensively wrecked: indeed, German domination of Russia 

seemed more than likely in the early summer of 1942. ‘Passive’ East Asia 

had become an uncontrollable vortex of anti-Western imperialism. In 

this colossal emergency, the British system lacked the means to defend 

itself unaided and had not the faintest hope of restoring the status quo 

ante. The internal structure of Britain’s pre-war system, as well as its 

ethos and assumptions, had been drastically destabilised by a geopo- 

litical earthquake: the relentless consequence of Anglo-French strategic 

defeat in 1938-40. How much would survive in a modified form, were 

the Allies to emerge victorious, was, in 1942, anyone’s guess. 



12 — THEPRICE OF SURVIVAL, 1943-1951 

Amid the calamities that crashed over them in 1942, it was hardly 

surprising that British leaders, including Churchill, should have thought 

mainly in terms of survival. In the course of that year, they faced the 

prospect of defeat in the Middle East and the loss of Egypt and the 

Canal, a disaster which would have meant far greater losses than those 

incurred at Singapore. Without their main fighting force, their hope of 

keeping control over India — let alone of exploiting its resources and 

manpower — would have been fatally weakened. The Viceroy’s ability 

to suppress the Quit India movement would not have been helped by 

the sight of the Germans in Cairo. At much the same time, they could 

only watch helplessly as the German advance into Russia threatened 

the collapse of the Soviet regime. A huge reordering of Eurasia seemed 

on the cards with the ‘world-island’ divided between the Nazi and 

Japanese empires. Preserving a maritime ‘rimland’ without the Middle 

East, India and Southeast Asia, and keeping Britain’s connection with 

Australia and New Zealand, would have been all but impossible. The 

British world-system would have been a funeral pyre. 

Of course, it was true that America’s entry in December 1941 

had brought massive relief and the assurance, perhaps, of survival in 

some form. In June 1942, the battle of Midway destroyed Japan’s hopes 

of naval control of the Western Pacific. By the end of the year, victory at 

Alamein and the grim Russian defence of Stalingrad seemed to promise 

that the relentless expansion of Germany’s power had at last been con- 

tained. But neither was remotely a guarantee of ultimate victory in 

Europe, which depended on the Red Army and the Anglo-Americans 

fighting their way into the European ‘fortress’ heavily defended by the 

Germans and their allies. The risk of defeat, or stalemate, was high, 

especially in the case of an amphibious attack, the Anglo-American 
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route. If either were to happen, then Britain’s ‘survival’ would resem- 
ble that of a patient on a life-support machine: dependent indefinitely 
on American aid to fend off invasion; incapable of defending, sup- 
plying, financing or controlling the component parts of the pre-war 

imperial system. Neither Churchill nor his advisers regarded such a 

fate as remotely acceptable. ‘Our history and geography demand’, said 

Anthony Eden, ‘that we should remain a world power with world- 

wide interests.’" They imagined survival in imperial terms, as the full 

recovery of the British world-system. Deprived of its ‘system’, Britain 

would be desperately vulnerable to the will of whatever great powers 

had outlasted the conflict. Real survival meant the freedom to restore 

London’s global network of trade and resuming Britain’s function as a 

banker and investor. It meant regaining the footholds (in the Mediter- 

ranean especially) that underpinned Britain’s status as a great European 

power. It meant reaffirming Britain’s leadership over the white domin- 

ions on whose loyalty, manpower and resources British influence and 

interests already depended in part. It meant recovering sufficient power 

and prestige to negotiate authoritatively over the future of India, and 

resist the demand (largely from American voices) that Britain’s colo- 

nial territories should be administered internationally and opened to 

American business. It meant — above all — recreating the geopolitical 

conditions that secured the European mainland from a single power’s 

domination. British leaders suspected that the failure to achieve all - or 

almost all — of these war aims (most of them tacit) would unravel the 

links and connections on which Britain’s place in the world was actu- 

ally (if rather mysteriously) based. In the second half of the war, much 

of their energy was spent in the struggle to make a military victory that 

would meet this demanding wish-list. 

Strategy and Empire, 1943-1945 

1943 was the year in which the tide of battle turned. It was also the 

year in which the shape of a post-war world could begin to be glimpsed, 

if only in outline. For the British, the signs were not reassuring. Their 

victories in North Africa and the successful invasion of Italy did not 

strengthen their hand. At the level of strategy, 1943 was to be dom- 

inated by the furious Anglo-American arguments over the priority to 

be given to the Mediterranean attack on Germany and the planned 
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cross-Channel invasion already named ‘Overlord’. The British resented 

the scale of America’s commitment to the war on Japan and suspected 

the motive behind American support for Kuomintang China in whose 

military potential they had little confidence. They were also deeply 

uneasy at what they regarded as the dangerous ignorance of the Amer- 

ican planners about the risks and demands of an amphibious invasion 

against the full weight of German military power in the West. A pre- 

mature onslaught quickly bogged down in a war of attrition (with a 

huge cost in life for every advance) or, worse still, a catastrophic defeat 

and a second Dunkirk, were bound to inflict disproportionate (and per- 

haps irrecoverable) damage on British resources and British prestige. 

On the American side, British devotion to a Mediterranean strategy, 

at the expense of postponing the decisive attack through Northern 

France to the Rhine, was cynically regarded as a means of shoring up 

British imperial interests and as evidence that the British lacked the 

stomach to fight in the theatre that mattered. Too great a delay in the 

onslaught on Germany would weaken the case of those in the Roosevelt 

administration who favoured the ‘Europe first’ strategy, against those 

who demanded priority for the war on Japan. In Washington’s view, it 

would also worsen the friction with their Soviet ally and increase the 

danger that Stalin would make a separate peace (of which there were 

signs). Indeed, the British themselves were all too aware of how much 

their recovery depended upon Soviet success on the Eastern Front. A 

Soviet collapse would have released huge German reinforcements to 

regain the ground lost in the Mediterranean, and open the door into 

the Caucasus and Iran, hurling the British back into the terrible crisis 

of July 1942. Yet, by the same token, the Red Army’s advance (it had 

driven the Wehrmacht out of the Caucasus and most of the Ukraine by 

the end of 1943) reinforced Stalin’s claim to a very large voice in any 

eventual peace, and in the strategic decisions required to achieve it. 

By late 1943, as planning began in earnest for the invasion 

of France the following summer, the growing reliance of the Anglo- 

American armies upon American manpower as well as materiel,” and 

the enormous scale of the Soviet military effort, drove home the les- 

son that the post-war world-order would be shaped to the wishes of 

these emerging ‘superpowers’ more than to Britain’s. At the Teheran 

conference in November 1943, Stalin and Roosevelt, as Churchill 

later lamented, negotiated over his head. At almost the same time, 

a speech by Jan Smuts on “Thoughts on the New World’ (to the Empire 
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Parliamentary Association in London) spelt out the dangers of the 
new balance of power that would follow German defeat. ‘We have 
moved into a strange new world... such as has not been seen for hun- 
dreds of years, perhaps not for a thousand years. Europe is completely 
changing...the map is being rolled up and a new map is unrolling 

before us.’ Three of the continent’s five great powers would have van- 

ished. ‘Germany will disappear... France has gone... Italy may never 

be a great power again.’ Instead, Russia would be ‘the new Colossus 

of Europe’, all the stronger once the threat from Japan in the rear had 

been vanquished. Britain would have great prestige, but ‘she will be 

a poor country...there is nothing left in the till’. The best hope for 

peace in the world, Smuts insisted, lay in a new world organisation, but 

one in which the ‘trinity’ of great powers exercised real leadership. But 

for the British to play their proper part in this required them not only 

to reorganise their overseas system, but also to strengthen their hand 

in Europe. That meant closer relations with the small democracies of 

Western Europe, who knew that ‘their future is with Great Britain and 

the next world-wide British system’. Closer union with Britain would 

create a ‘great European state... an equal partner with the other Colossi 

in the leadership of nations’.3 

Smuts called for ‘fundamental thinking’ and admitted that his 

ideas were ‘explosive stuff’. But his speech was a remarkable sum- 

mary of the challenges facing the Churchill government in the last two 

years of the war. Indeed, his speculations about a British ‘closer union’ 

with Europe have a more than passing resemblance to the ‘European 

union’ for which Churchill himself was to call. Amid the press of day- 

to-day business before and after the landings in Normandy in June 

1944, entailing the conduct of campaigns in France, Italy, Greece and 

Southeast Asia, and in the air over Germany, the looming shape of 

a Soviet-dominated Europe, from which the American armies would 

have quickly withdrawn at the end of the war, exerted more and more 

influence over British military planning. Its conclusions were deeply 

unwelcome. The defeat of Germany would result in a much heavier 

strategic burden on Britain than she had had to carry before the descent 

towards war after 1937. In June 1945, the Post Hostilities Planning Staff 

told the Chiefs of Staff Committee that even a united British Empire 

would be no match for Soviet aggression, and would need the help of 

the United States. To keep the Red Army at bay, Britain would have to 

be ready to give early help to her European allies, and hold a deep air 
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defence belt in Northern Europe. To keep India safe and guard commu- 

nications through the Indian Ocean would require new naval and air 

bases and a main base in Ceylon (Sri Lanka). To deter a Soviet advance 

in the Middle East, Britain’s defence system there would have to be 

pushed further north, but with no guarantee that either the oilfields or 

the Suez Canal could be saved in a war. Even in peacetime, maintaining 

internal security in the Middle East ‘will involve a formidable military 

commitment’.* It is not hard to see why close cooperation between 

the Great Power ‘trinity’, in the new ‘world organisation’, appeared 

so urgently necessary to the makers of policy in London. It was the 

best guarantee that the British could limit the liabilities that otherwise 

threatened to over-tax their strength. 

For, as Smuts had said candidly, there was nothing left in the 

till. Strictly speaking, of course, this was an exaggeration. The British 

had sold off their assets in dollars and acquired a great burden of 

overseas debt. They had retained investments in the sterling area coun- 

tries, but had also assumed huge sterling obligations by their purchases 

from them. Egypt and certain Middle East states, the colonial territo- 

ries that supplied British needs, and above all India with its army of 

two million men and its industrial base, built up credits in London, the 

so-called ‘sterling balances’. Britain’s war effort was sustained in large 

measure by American aid, especially ‘lend-lease’. When peace came, 

Britain’s post-war economy would carry a mass of overseas debt con- 

siderably greater than in 1919 even though the vast bulk of lend-lease 

(perhaps $20 billions’ worth) would be forgiven. This was one side of 

the ledger. But the sources of overseas income had also been damaged. 

This was partly a matter of the assets sold off in the war to the tune of 

£1.5 billion, more than one-third of the total. It was also a consequence 

of huge physical losses, including a large share of Britain’s mercantile 

fleet, the largest in the world before 1939, and a valuable earner of 

invisible income. As part of the terms of lend-lease, the British were 

required to cut down their exports and withdraw from many overseas 

markets. By the middle of the war, their exports had fallen to well 

under one-third of their pre-war level.’ All the main sources of over- 

seas earnings — from exports, investments, shipping and services — had 

been drastically shrunk. The destruction of industrial plant at home, the 

conversion of much of the rest to the production of war goods, and the 

huge diversion of manpower into military service meant that rebuild- 

ing the civilian economy and Britain’s export capacity would need a 
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major investment as well as a period of grace. Yet the conditions laid 
down in return for America’s wartime aid demanded the rapid return 
to peacetime ‘normality’ making sterling convertible (so that sterling 
countries could buy dollar goods freely) and ending imperial preference 
(to remove the tariffs imposed on dollar goods in British Empire coun- 

tries since the early 1930s). On this scenario, before the British could 

catch their breath, or begin to scale down the vast military load of the 

war and its aftermath, their foreign markets would vanish and they 

would be bankrupt. 

To avert this disaster, the British set out in the autumn of 

1944 to persuade their American allies to help them revive much of 

their pre-war role in the world economy as soon as Germany was 

defeated. ‘Stage II’ — as the period between the defeat of Germany and 

the surrender of Japan was termed — was expected to last for a year or 

longer. During Stage Il, the British were anxious to begin the process 

of civilianising their economy. More manpower would be moved into 

civilian production and much more effort put into the manufacture of 

exports. Britain would begin to start paying its way. With a nod from 

Roosevelt, agreements were framed to prolong wartime support and 

permit its application to the task of post-war recovery.° Had Stage II 

taken the time that the planners expected, the economic transition to 

peace might have been much less painful. In fact, it barely lasted three 

months. As soon as Japan was defeated, Roosevelt’s successor, Harry 

S. Truman, abruptly halted lend-lease. To bail out their economy and 

keep it afloat, the British were forced to apply for an American loan, 

but without the leverage that their war effort had given them. In the 

graphic language of John Maynard Keynes, who had master-minded 

the management of Britain’s external finances, the British were faced 

at the end of the war with a ‘financial Dunkirk’.”?7 Without a drastic 

reduction of their foreign commitments, and perhaps even with one, 

they would have to accept years of even greater austerity than they had 

already endured. The financial and commercial power on which they 

had always relied as the ‘fourth arm’ in warfare would have vanished 

completely. 

The full extent of their economic fragility was thus partially 

hidden from British leaders until the very end of the conflict. But they 

were already aware of the enormous importance of close cooperation 

with the white dominions if they were to make good their claim to 

be one of the ‘Big Three’. In the traumatic twelve months after June 
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1940, before Hitler’s onslaught on Russia gave Britain a reluctant, 

suspicious and (as it seemed for some time) ill-fated ally, dominion 

support had been important materially and perhaps vital psychologi- 

cally. The dominions’ contribution to Britain’s fighting strength, unlike 

that of India, cost London nothing. Canadian, South African, Aus- 

tralian and New Zealand troops fought in the Mediterranean and 

Northern European theatres, as well as closer to home (in the Aus- 

tralian case). Canadian enlistment exceeded the levels of 1914-18.° 

Dominion supplies could be purchased on tick. Canada’s dollars and 

its industrial base (much larger than that of the other dominions) 

were mobilised for the war effort. The Royal Canadian Navy grad- 

ually took over the anti-submarine war in the Northwest Atlantic.? 

South Africa’s value as the great redoubt guarding the only safe route 

to Egypt and India was greater than ever by 1941-2. The main base 

from which the British intended to launch their part in the defeat of 

Japan after 1944 was expected to be in Australia and to use Australian 

resources. 

Perhaps as a consequence, British leaders began to talk enthu- 

siastically about the need for imperial unity and a common foreign 

policy to which Britain, the dominions and the rest of the Empire, 

including India, would be tied. They may have been encouraged by the 

speech made by John Curtin, the Australian Prime Minister in August 

1943. Curtin had enraged Churchill by his notorious statement (at the 

end of December 1941) that Australia ‘looks to America, free of any 

pangs as to our links or kinship with the United Kingdom’.'° Now, 

like the prodigal son, he had returned to the fold. His Adelaide speech 

(amplified some three weeks later) roundly declared that ‘some imperial 

authority had to be evolved’, and called for an ‘Empire Council’ and 

a permanent secretariat to give it efféct.'' His ideas were welcomed in 

The Times. The Empire, it said, could only keep peace in the future as 

one of the four great powers of the United Nations. But the dominions 

‘would fail in these duties if they accepted individual membership of the 

United Nations as a substitute for the Imperial bond’.'* In July 1943, 

Sir Edward Grigg, a leading Round Tabler and soon to be Resident 

Minister in the Middle East, had published a manifesto calling for a 

‘Commonwealth, coherent, united and strong’, able to stand beside the 

United States, Russia and China. Its disintegration, he claimed, ‘would 

expose many parts of Asia, the Pacific, the Atlantic and Africa to open 

international rivalry’.'3 The book was reissued in December to catch 
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the following wind that now seemed to be blowing. Then, in January 
1944, Lord Halifax, the British Ambassador in Washington, and for- 
mer Foreign Secretary, delivered a widely reported speech in Toronto 

(where the flame of Empire loyalty usually burned brightest). ‘Not Great 

Britain only’, he declared, ‘but the British Commonwealth and Empire 

must be the fourth power in that group on which... the peace of the 

world will henceforth depend.’'4 When the dominion prime ministers 

met in London in May 1944, it was left to Mackenzie King, the Cana- 

dian premier, to challenge the formula that the British ministers present 

proposed to insert in the final communiqué. It would refer, said Eden, 

to the Empire’s foreign policy. ‘All agreed’, said Attlee. There would be 

an ‘Imperial Joint Board for Defence’, said Cranborne, the Secretary of 

State for the Dominions. But King refused to agree. ‘The more I think 

of the high pressure methods that have been used the more indignant I 

feel’, he wrote in his diary that evening.'S 

The reality was that there was little agreement among the 

dominions or between them and the London government on what Com- 

monwealth unity should actually mean. Curtin had emphasised Aus- 

tralia’s British identity. His election campaign in 1943 had wrapped 

itself in the Union Jack: Australia should be a ‘second Britannia in 

the Antipodes’.*® When he came to London in May 1944, he told his 

Guildhall audience: ‘Australia is a British people, Australia is a British 

land.’'7 But Curtin (and Fraser, the New Zealand Prime Minister, who 

supported Curtin’s call for an Empire Council) did not intend the sub- 

ordination of the Pacific dominions to the wishes of London. Far from 

it. In the long tradition of Australian statecraft, his aim was to commit 

more imperial resources to the South Pacific and to assert Australia’s 

claim to manage all ‘British’ interests in the region. ‘We are in the 

south what the motherland is in the north’, he told a Sydney audience 

in May 1942.'8 His ‘Empire Council’ was meant to rotate between 

the dominion capitals and London because the Empire could not be 

run by a government sitting in Britain. In case there should be any 

doubt in the matter, the Australia-New Zealand Agreement in January 

1944 had bluntly insisted that any settlement in their region would 

require the active assent of Canberra and Wellington — an assertion 

that was even more badly received in Roosevelt’s Washington than 

in Churchill’s London. Curtin and Fraser’s ‘imperial regionalism’ was 

implicitly shared by Smuts in South Africa. The northward extension 

of South African influence and the gradual inclusion of Central and 
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East Africa in the South African sphere were long-cherished ambi- 

tions. They duly emerged in Smuts’ ‘explosive’ speech in November 

1943. The British system needed ‘tightening up’ but also decentral- 

ising if it were to match the ‘Colossi’. That meant consolidating the 

colonial territories into larger units and tying them more closely to 

the neighbouring dominion — a delicate euphemism.'? Smuts may also 

have hoped that this sub-imperial vision would strengthen his United 

party’s appeal against its National party opponents. The ‘old narrow 

little-Afrikanerdom had been defeated for good’, he told Leo Amery in 

October 1943.7° But Smuts (with an Afrikaner majority on the elec- 

toral roll) knew better than to call for new imperial machinery. The 

government-inspired Cape Times had rubbished Curtin’s ideas.*! Talk 

of imperial unity, Smuts confided to King, was just ‘damn nonsense’;** 

it ‘was a thing of the past’.23 And, for Smuts perhaps, as for Curtin 

and Fraser, the prospect of Britain’s huge wartime commitments in the 

Mediterranean and Europe continuing on into the peace made it all the 

more urgent to wrest the direction of British power in their regions into 

dominion hands. 

All this made less sense in the senior dominion. Mackenzie 

King was keenly aware of the strength of pan-British patriotism in 

Canada. One of his closest allies, the Montrealer Brooke Claxton, 

echoed Curtin’s ‘Britannic’ sentiments in a speech made at much the 

same time. ‘Canada’, he said, ‘is a British Nation in North America’.*4 

King himself was irritated by the ‘isolationist and autonomist position 

in intra-Imperial relations’ adopted by his own officials in the External 

Affairs department. ‘Of all countries’, he noted, ‘we are really the most 

vulnerable because of our extensive territory, resources and the like.’ 

Canada ‘will greatly need strength alike of British Commonwealth as 

a whole and of US in protecting her position’ (he was thinking of the 

threat that the Soviet Union would pose).*5 But, since the conscription 

election in 1918, King had been obsessed by the danger of an irrec- 

oncilable rift between Quebec and ‘English Canada’ that would tear 

his party, as well as the country, in half. English Canada’s loyalty to 

Britain, and to Canada’s identity as a ‘British nation’, were facts of polit- 

ical life. They had forced King into the 1942 referendum that authorised 

the government to apply conscription ‘if necessary’. Quebec’s low rate 

of enlistment was observed with resentment. ‘Quebec is hated in the 

rest of Canada’, noted ‘Chubby’ Power, one of King’s ministers, an 

English-speaking, Catholic Quebecker and a much decorated veteran 
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of the First World War.** Power opposed conscription, arguing that it 
would turn Quebec into ‘Ireland all over again’,?” but several of King’s 
cabinet colleagues were determined to enforce conscription for over- 
seas service once the losses from ‘Overlord’ began to be felt. To King 
these cross-pressures made it all the more critical that Ottawa should be 
visibly free from any last vestige of imperial control, most of all when 

it came to external commitments. At the prime ministers’ meeting in 

May 1944, he threw his weight against any change in the way that 

dominion governments were consulted. When the premiers discussed 

the proposed ‘World Organisation’, King insisted that Canada would 

want its own representation ‘as one of the medium powers’, a position 

soon followed by Curtin, Fraser and Smuts.?® For all four dominions, 

a separate voice at the United Nations offered better protection of their 

‘national’ interest than collective membership of a Commonwealth bloc 

in which London would enjoy an inevitable lead. 

The main imperial legacy of the second half of the War was the 

scale of the British commitment in the Mediterranean and Middle East. 

This was an echo (with certain key differences) of the ‘Eastern’ war in 

1914-18. Then, as later, the British responded to a double imperative. 

They had to guard the road to India through Iraq and Iran, and defend 

Egypt, the ‘Clapham Junction’ (as the cliché had it) of their imperial 

communications and the northern gateway to the Indian Ocean. But 

the Middle East was also a huge bastion that was meant to make up for 

Britain’s weakness in Europe. In 1918, it had been the grim prospect 

of outright defeat on the continent that drove the British forward in 

Palestine and Iraq and towards the Caucasus. The fall of France in 

June 1940 and the German advance into Russia the following year 

recreated the nightmare of 1918. For the British once again, the Middle 

East was the theatre where their fate would be settled. If they were to 

lose the Middle East war, their world-system would be cut in half, and 

Britain’s dependence on American aid would become absolute. But, if 

they could hold on and secure their position, the Middle East was a 

springboard from which they might hope to reassert their position as 

a Mediterranean power and as a great power in Europe. The equation 

was not new. Britain’s claim to be a great power in Europe had rested 

in part on her Mediterranean presence since the seventeenth century. 

Of course, the pattern of conflict after June 1940 had fol- 

lowed a different trajectory. In 1914-18, the British had fought the 

Ottoman Empire at Gallipoli, in Palestine and in modern Iraq. After 
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June 1940, they fought the Italians and Germans in a war that was 

as much Mediterranean as Middle Eastern and became steadily more 

so with the invasion of Italy and the British intervention in Greece. 

The invasion of Normandy in June 1944 reduced the strategic impor- 

tance of the Mediterranean theatre and also signalled the moment when 

the United States army became the indisputably dominant force in the 

Anglo-American alliance. The final struggle for Europe would be fought 

for the most part between German, Russian and American armies: two- 

thirds of the eighty-five divisions assembled for Eisenhower’s advance 

into Germany in the spring of 1945 were American. In the Mediter- 

ranean, however, the British remained the senior partner, and a British 

general was the Supreme Commander. In the Italian campaign, there 

were as many British and Commonwealth troops as American.” ‘Italy 

is a country which we can get at and in which we rather than Russia 

should naturally expect to exert predominant influence’, remarked a 

senior British official.3° The British were eager to ‘reconstruct’ Italy as 

a parliamentary state that would look towards Britain. They were just 

as determined that the liberation of Greece would produce a regime 

that was friendly to Britain, if not dependent upon her. Intervention 

in Greece, Eden told his War Cabinet colleagues in August 1944, 

was indispensable to Britain’s strategy in the Balkans and the Eastern 

Mediterranean.3' Churchill’s notorious ‘percentages’ deal with Stalin in 

Moscow in October 1944 (Greece was to be ‘90 per cent’ British) was 

designed to exclude Soviet influence from the Mediterranean. What- 

ever was to happen elsewhere in Europe, Churchill and Eden were 

determined to use Britain’s large share in the Mediterranean victory to 

contain Soviet expansion and reinforce Britain’s claims as one of the 

‘trinity’ - what Smuts had seen as the post-war executive of the United 

Nations. 

It was this grand ambition that made the Middle East so impor- 

tant. Historians have often been scornful of the British failure to rethink 

their Middle East interests at the end of the war. In fact, the course of the 

war had reinforced their belief in the region’s exceptional value. Egypt 

was the base from which the British had fought their Mediterranean 

campaign. It was from Cairo, after all, that their war and diplomacy 

in the Eastern Mediterranean had been organised and directed. At the 

British Embassy there, in the elegant house of the British Resident Min- 

ister in the Garden City nearby, and at the Mena Palace Hotel beneath 

the Great Pyramid, diplomats, soldiers and politicians in transit had 
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pondered British policy for the entire vast region from Greece to Iran. 
The Arab Middle East as a whole, but especially Egypt, had become 
a supply zone, partly filling the role that India had played in the First 

World War. By 1945, the British owed Egypt some £400 million for 

goods and services rendered.3* With its barracks and bases, repair shops 

and storage, Egypt was the arsenal of British military power as well as 

the way-station through which it was shuttled en route to the East or 

back ‘home’ to Europe. The practical closure of the Mediterranean to 

shipping for much of the war had diminished the value of the Suez 

Canal, but its importance in peacetime was expected to rise sharply. 

Finally, the strategic importance of the Middle East region had been 

emphasised still further by technological change. Without the Abadan 

oil refinery at the head of the Gulf, the British war effort across a huge 

swathe of Eurasia would have ground to a halt: fear of its loss was so 

great that a separate command had been created to guard it. Middle 

East oil had supplied nearly one-quarter of Western Europe’s needs in 

1938, a figure expected to rise sharply at the end of the war.33 No one 

could doubt the enormous advantage conferred by control of it. The 

same could be said of Egypt’s importance as a hub of air transport. The 

gruelling air journeys undertaken in wartime by British civilians and 

soldiers to Moscow, Yalta, Teheran or New Delhi, or to confer with 

the men on the spot, invariably took them through Cairo. The need for 

air bases to link the scattered components of the British world-system, 

and for an overland ‘trunk route’ between Europe and India, had long 

been recognised. The colossal expansion of air power and air travel 

during the Second World War (and the general assumption that a new 

air age was dawning) only hammered it home. 

The instinct to build on their established position was sharp- 

ened by opportunity and also by fear. There were numerous signs before 

the end of the war that Stalin would demand more control over the 

Straits, an old Russian ambition. It also seemed likely that Russia’s mil- 

itary presence in Northern Iran (part of the Anglo-Russian occupation 

imposed in 1941) would be used as a lever to enlarge Russian influence. 

At the same time, the British were determined that Libya should not be 

restored to Italy, and that Russian claims to a share in its post-war con- 

trol should be firmly resisted. Instead, it should form part of Britain’s 

great arc of influence extending all round the Eastern Mediterranean, 

and stretching away to the Gulf and Iran. In the three-way division of 

global power that was widely predicted (China’s great power capacity 
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was somewhat discounted), the share of the British was bound to be 

large, indeed had to be large. But the readiness to contemplate a burden 

on this scale really depended on two unspoken assumptions. The first 

was that Britain would be able to bear the costs that would follow. As 

we have seen, an illusion persisted until the defeat of Japan in August 

1945 that American aid would fund Britain’s revival as a great trading 

economy. The second assumption proved even more fragile. It was that 

the British would be able to ‘manage’ the nationalisms of their Mid- 

dle East client-states, and ‘rally the moderates’ by artful concessions. It 

was easy to think — especially while the war lasted — that uncooperative 

locals would be brought to their senses by the threat of coercion.34 In 

so divided a region with such deep social differences, it was hard to 

imagine a common nationalist front strong enough to evict them. 

There was one other assumption that should not be forgotten. 

Since their first invasion of Egypt in 1801, the British had counted on 

India for part of the military means to exert their power in the region. 

They had often been tempted to attribute their presence to the need to 

defend India or uphold the prestige of its (British) government. ‘Why’, 

asked Lord Curzon in 1918 (in one of those questions that only he 

answered), ‘should Great Britain push herself out in these directions? 

Of course the answer is obvious — India.’35 It was a short step from 

this to insist that what was in India’s interests should be paid for by 

India, and guarded by its army. After the First World War, there had 

been imperative reasons to reduce the military burden on India, then in 

the throes of political upheaval and constitutional change. But, in the 

Second World War, India had become once again a huge reservoir of 

military manpower, and an army of two million men had been raised. 

Indian divisions fought in the Middle East, North Africa and Italy as 

well as in the Southeast Asia camipaigns and the bloody defence of 

Imphal. India was the main base from which the reconquest of Burma, 

Malaya and the Dutch East Indies was launched. Yet its political future 

was deeply uncertain. The Cripps Mission had failed to win Congress 

support for the war. The Quit India movement that Gandhi unleashed 

as a mass insurrection was crushed by the British, and large numbers of 

Congress activists gaoled. Gandhi’s prison fast was a ‘flop’ without the 

activists’ backing.>° The British ruled by decree or with Muslim support. 

‘Politically the position is very easy here at the moment’, reported the 

Viceroy in mid-1943 to Leo Amery, the Secretary of State.37 Only one 

thing was clear. The British had committed themselves irrevocably (in 

the Cripps Mission ‘offer’) to full Indian self-government at the end 
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of the war. What that would mean for India’s role in Britain’s world- 
system was shrouded in mystery. 

For Amery in London, this was the key issue. ‘To keep India 

within the Commonwealth during the next ten years is much the biggest 
thing before us’, he told Churchill in April 1943. ‘If we can keep her 

for ten years I am convinced we can keep her for good.’38 Amery was 

anxious to reform Indian politics while the Congress was banned. He 

was eager to give the Viceroy’s Indian ministers more political influ- 

ence and to make them more credible as the voice of Indian opinion. 

But his real objective was a drastic revision of India’s constitutional 

future. Parliamentary-style government was completely unsuitable for 

the Indian centre, he told the House of Commons in March 1943, 

because it meant party government. The federal government should 

‘emanate’ from the states and provinces. Like the Swiss executive, it 

should be non-party and enjoy independence from the federal assem- 

bly. Amery’s scheme was transparently obvious: a non-party executive 

chosen by the units of a ‘looser’ federation much at odds with each 

other would have little will to sever the British connection completely. 

It would be much more likely to acknowledge India’s need for British 

assistance, and much more willing to sign an Anglo-Indian treaty of the 

kind London wanted. The new Viceroy Lord Wavell (1943-47) shared 

Amery’s zeal for a political move and his geostrategic perspective. “The 

future of the Commonwealth, from the defence point of view, and also 

perhaps economically, will depend to a great extent on what happens 

in India in the next ten years or so’, he pronounced in July 1944.3? But 

he and his advisers thought Amery’s scheme futile. The answer instead 

lay in drawing the Congress and the Muslim League into a coalition 

government for the phase of transition. But, as Wavell complained, the 

will was lacking in London to push matters forward: ‘Winston had 

no intention of helping it on.’4° Churchill’s own view was character- 

istically blunt: ‘Victory is the best foundation for great constitutional 

departures’.4' So India’s politics waited on victory: how triumphant a 

victory remained to be seen. 

Imperial Labour 

Of course, it was not to be Churchill or his Conservative colleagues who 

wrestled with the fate of the British world-system, or the independence 

of India, when the war finally ended in August 1945. In July 1945, a 
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vast electoral wave swept the Labour party to power, giving it (for the 

first time) an absolute majority in the House of Commons. This political 

earthquake was widely understood to mean that British opinion was 

impatient for social reform. As a ‘patriotic’ party whose leaders had 

been central to the war effort at home, Labour was trusted to implement 

the wartime promises on social insurance, education and employment, 

as well as reorganising under public control the services and industries 

whose performance was vital to economic and social recovery: the 

mines, the railways and the provision of healthcare. The scale of the 

task and the need to preserve the apparatus of central control were 

visible in the damage suffered by almost every major city. The popular 

hope that the sacrifices of the war would bring a fairer, more equal and 

more secure society was combined with the fear that without a strong 

centralised system reconstruction would be slow, inefficient and unfair, 

destroying in the process (as after 1918) the promise of change. 

Yet it was certainly not true that the new Labour leadership 

was preoccupied with domestic over external priorities, or indiffer- 

ent to the requirements of British world power. The Prime Minister, 

Clement Attlee, had served on the Simon Commission in 1927-30, 

and was keenly concerned with the Anglo-Indian relationship. He had 

wanted the Cripps Mission in 1942 to save India as ‘{[Lord] Durham 

had saved Canada.’4* He was keen to enlist the dominions’ post-war 

help especially in defence. Ernest Bevin, the new Foreign Secretary, 

had been a leading pre-war trade unionist and a stout defender of the 

need to protect British overseas markets. He quickly embodied an all- 

but-Churchillian view of Britain’s place in the world and of the need to 

defend its claims and prerogatives. This did not mean a passive endorse- 

ment of the colonial status quo. Labour’s leaders had sympathised with 

the vigorous attack on British colonial practice that had burst out in 

the open after the fall of Singapore in February 1942. The fierce cri- 

tique launched by Margery Perham, the African expert and protégé 

of Lord Lugard, and published in The Times, lambasted the failure to 

meet the aspirations of colonial peoples, to develop their economies or 

to democratise their politics. Economically and socially, colonial rule 

had created ‘tropical East Ends’ and promoted the colour bar, ‘an atti- 

tude of mind that, at its worst, regards other races of men almost as if 

they were other species’.43 Perham’s strictures chimed with the dislike 

of Labour’s colonial experts — whose ties were closest with mission- 

ary and humanitarian interests — for white settler communities and the 



529 / The price of survival, 1943-1951 

¢ 

reactionary ethos (as they saw it) of indirect rule, which aligned the 
colonial power with chiefly authority against educated commoners.44 

A ‘progressive’ policy of social advancement and political partnership 

was as much a necessity in the colonies as at home. But this reformism 

coexisted with a reaffirmation of faith in the ‘British system’. There was 

‘no fixed line between Dominions and dependencies’, declared Herbert 

Morrison in his Newcastle speech of January 1943. India ‘can have full 

self-government for the taking’ at the end of the war. ‘We are no greedy 

exploiters.’ The real burden of his speech was to warn against the ‘myth 

of a self-sufficient empire’, and to insist on the need for international 

cooperation between all the great powers. The strongest claim of the 

‘British system’ on other nations, he concluded, was that its long-term 

interests were the same as those of international society as a whole.*5 

No Victorian could have phrased it better. 

Indeed, at the end of the war, there was no obvious conflict 

between the needs of domestic reform and the task of upholding the 

substance of British world power. It was axiomatic that Britain’s global 

trading economy should be restored as quickly as possible to its pre-war 

position (at least), and that domestic prosperity depended on overseas 

markets more acutely in Britain than anywhere else in the industrial 

world. The immediate need for food and raw materials could only be 

met by keeping in place the wartime version of the imperial economy 

with its bulk purchases from the dominions and official control over the 

price and supply of colonial produce. The demands of war and the strin- 

gent restrictions imposed under lend-lease had largely confined British 

trade to Empire and sterling area countries after 1940. The most prac- 

tical reasons dictated the need to preserve these imperial connections 

as the platform on which economic recovery could be built. From that 

point of view, reforming the Empire (along the lines that Perham had 

urged) — to make it more dynamic, efficient and productive — seemed 

a perfect combination of profit and virtue. In an era of shortage, eco- 

nomic growth in the colonies would supply Britain’s needs and fund 

their own modernisation. Secondly, it was quite easy to believe in the 

first months of peace that the costs of remaining a great power in the 

world would not be prohibitive. If the United Nations were to function 

(as British leaders intended) primarily as the instrument of Great Power 

cooperation between the United States, the Soviet Union and them- 

selves, with tacit spheres of influence and sanctions against territorial 

aggression, the crippling burden of imperial defence would become far 
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more bearable. It was precisely in this spirit that Attlee was to urge (in 

September 1945) Britain’s military withdrawal from the Middle East. 

In fact, the uncertainties soon began to pile up, and with them 

the costs. The British had harboured deep suspicion of Stalin well 

before the war ended. It quickly became clear that friendly recogni- 

tion of Britain’s spheres of influence was not on Moscow’s agenda. 

Stalin demanded a role at the Straits (as the counterpart to British 

control of the Suez Canal); his army remained in northern Iran; and 

Moscow laid claim to a share in the trusteeship of the Italian colonies 

in Libya (the prize the British had reserved for themselves). The Soviet 

Union had all the old Tsarist ambitions in the Middle East, warned the 

British ambassador.4® There was hardly any doubt, recorded another 

senior diplomat in February 1946, ‘that Russia is intent on the destruc- 

tion of the British Empire’.47 Britain was being dragged willy-nilly into 

confrontation with a power of awesome military strength and possibly 

limitless ambitions. At the same time, it was also deeply uncertain (or so 

it seemed in London) what part the United States might play in resist- 

ing Soviet aggression. The rapid demobilisation of American forces, 

America’s interest in exploiting erstwhile British markets and the secu- 

rity conferred by its nuclear weapons, might make its leaders indifferent 

at best to the survival of the British world-system, content perhaps to 

carry off the spoils if it collapsed under the strain of a confrontation 

with Russia. Thirdly, the failure to agree upon a peace treaty with 

Germany, and the strength of communist movements in both France 

and Italy (in part a reflection of economic distress), wrecked any hope 

that Europe’s old powers would balance Soviet strength. On the con- 

trary, it seemed that their divisions and weakness had opened the way 

for the Soviet penetration of the south and west of Europe as much as 

its east and centre. ; 

These were worrying signs that the favourable geopolitical posi- 

tion that the British might have hoped would be theirs at the end of 

the war would turn into the nightmare envisaged by Smuts in 1943. 

A British world-system, poised between two continental ‘superpow- 

ers’ (the term was coined in 1943), might have hoped to exploit their 

rivalry and exact favourable terms, economically at least, from the 

United States. Instead, it was the British themselves who felt the pres- 

sure of Soviet expansion. Worse still, they did so at a time when they 

lacked the means to pay for the essential dollar goods needed to sustain 

their domestic economy and their overseas burdens, not to mention 
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the programme of industrial and commercial recovery. With the lapse 
of lend-lease, this became in fact the most urgent priority. Nor could 
British leaders assume that the ‘internal’ politics of their imperial sys- 
tem would remain passive while they grappled with its economic and 
geostrategic crises. In India, the Middle East, and in the reoccupied 
colonies in Southeast Asia, British authority was soon under strain. 

Among the white dominions, as the wartime prime ministers meeting 

had signalled, their ties with Britain were bound to be mediated by 

the logic of self-interest in a world of such geopolitical uncertainty 

and when Britain was no longer their ultimate geostrategic protector. 

The solid British Commonwealth ‘bloc’ assumed in some visions of a 

three-power world was no more than a pipe-dream. 

Within a matter of weeks, then, the new Labour government 

was confronted by a mass of problems so grave as to amount to a 

general crisis — economic, geostrategic, political — of the British world- 

system. The struggle for survival in war was succeeded by a struggle for 

survival in peace. In the autumn of 1945, the immediate pressure was 

eased by a dollar loan from the United States of $3.75 billion (some 

£750 million). But the terms were arduous, and much more severe 

than Keynes who had hoped for a gift of $5 billion (£1.2 billion) had 

expected.4® The British were required to dismantle the barriers that 

favoured the trade between sterling area countries and to allow holders 

of sterling to exchange it for dollars by mid-1947. Indeed, the United 

States government saw the main purpose of the loan as being to allow 

those countries who had built up large sterling credits in London to 

exchange them for dollars if they wished to do so. The sterling economy 

was to be blasted open to American exports. When the terms became 

public, there was widespread unease (there had been much private 

unease in the Bank of England and Treasury). The loan agreement 

was an ‘economic Munich’, declared Robert Boothby, a Conservative 

MP. However unpalatable, it could not be rejected. It was not just a 

matter of averting an imminent crisis: rejecting the loan, said Dalton, 

the Chancellor, ‘would mean less food of every kind except bread and 

potatoes’.4? British hopes of reviving their pre-war commercial and 

financial position also depended upon the breathing space that the loan 

would give them. ‘The way to remain an international banker’, Keynes 

told the House of Lords, ‘is to allow cheques to be drawn upon you; 

the way to destroy the sterling area is to prey on it and try to live on 

it. The way to retain it is to restore its privileges and opportunities 



532 / ‘The great liner is sinking’ 

as soon as possible to what they were before the war.’5° Indeed, the 

early signs were hopeful: as millions of servicemen and women were 

demobilised, the task of reconverting the war economy got under way. 

1946 was an annus mirabilis. Exports went up, the stock exchange rose. 

At the Lord Mayor’s banquet in October, the traditional venue for an 

authoritative statement of the economic outlook, the Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, Hugh Dalton, gave a sunny account of Britain’s progress 

and prospects. The fly in the ointment was the burden of overseas costs, 

the very delicate balance between dollar income and spending, and 

the huge size of the ‘sterling balances’, whose owners were impatient 

to release them for current consumption: including India (with some 

£1.3 billion) and Egypt (with £400 million). 

Meanwhile, the Labour cabinet struggled on with the task of 

easing the pressures on Britain’s world-system. There was little scope for 

reducing their commitments in Europe while Germany’s fate remained 

unresolved. No agreement was reached between the Soviet Union and 

the Western Powers. That meant the continuing occupation of Germany 

and meeting the desperate shortage of food in the British zone: a ‘colony’ 

that was costing £100 million a year.5' For similar reasons — the need to 

contain Soviet influence until a peace treaty was signed — aid had to be 

sent to Greece and Turkey who barred the way against a Soviet advance 

to the Mediterranean. In India, they hoped to forestall serious unrest 

by taking the political initiative. In January 1946, Attlee pressed the 

case for sending a Cabinet Mission (whose real leader was Cripps) to 

settle the terms on which independence would be given. It was already 

apparent that a constitution acceptable to both the Congress and the 

Muslim League would be very hard to contrive, and that the leaders 

of the Congress were deeply suspicious that the British would favour 

Muslim demands for a balkanised India. In London, by contrast, there 

was still a white hope that, by promising swift independence, a new 

Indian ‘dominion’ would emerge, willing if not eager to uphold its old 

British connection. Once hot heads had cooled, so the argument ran, 

the Indian leaders would see that their economic self-interest, strategic 

exposure (to Soviet aggression) and political ethos made alignment 

with Britain the inevitable choice. With British encouragement, India 

might even assume the role of a regional power, sharing with Britain 

diplomatic supervision of Southeast Asia. Hence it was the primary aim 

of the Cabinet Mission to find a constitutional formula that preserved 

Indian unity by hook or by crook. But their Heath Robinson scheme for 
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a three-tier federation (combining Hindu and Muslim ‘sub-federations’) 
was also inspired by the fear that the division of India would suck 

Britain into a vortex of chaos. By mid-1946, it was accepted in London 

that there were no longer the means to crush an Indian mass movement: 

the arm of coercion on which British rule had relied as its last resort 

had withered at last.5* 

The British were also at pains to pre-empt the local resentment 

that was expected to boil up in Egypt, where their wartime occupation 

had grossly exceeded the limits permitted by the 1936 treaty. Here, 

too, they were hoping that a ‘generous’ offer would pave the way for 

an Anglo-Egyptian agreement that would tie Cairo in to a system of 

regional defence under British command. The key issue here was the 

right to reactivate the bases in the Suez Canal Zone if an external 

threat was detected. In May 1946, after much internal debate between 

the soldiers and diplomats, the British declared themselves willing to 

evacuate Egypt completely over the course of five years. There were 

further disputes over how much consultation should take place between 

London and Cairo before a ‘threat’ was acknowledged and the bases 

reopened, and over what undertakings should be formalised in a treaty. 

Then, towards the end of the year, Egypt’s old claim to its Sudanese 

‘colony’ (in theory an Anglo-Egyptian condominium, in practice ruled 

solely by Britain) became a fresh bone of contention. The minister, 

Sidky, with whom the British were dealing, was pushed out of office 

and the negotiations collapsed. 

By the end of the year, the British had little to show for their 

efforts to adjust their world-system and reduce the costs it imposed — 

financial, strategic and political. It may have been this that fuelled the 

persistent critique directed by Attlee towards the retention of Britain’s 

large Middle Eastern imperium. Attlee had expressed misgivings about 

the original plan to seek British trusteeship over Cyrenaica and Tripoli- 

tania, Italy’s Libyan ex-colonies. He had warned (in February 1946) 

against the cost of defence, running at twice the level expected at the 

end of the war. He challenged the claim of the Foreign Office and the 

Chiefs of Staff that the Middle East was vital to Britain’s world interests. 

He remained deeply committed to the idea of a ‘world organisation’, 

and opposed to ‘old-fashioned’ manoeuvres and policies that might pre- 

vent its fruition. Britain’s entrenchment in the post-war Middle East, he 

repeatedly argued, would be regarded by Russia as a threatening move. 

It would discourage Moscow’s commitment to a new international 
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order centred upon the United Nations and might even provoke Soviet 

aggression in Europe. Nor had Britain the means to build up the weak 

Middle East states against a Soviet advance. Agreement with Russia, 

not confrontation, was the only safe course. 

Attlee’s ideas were those of an ardent internationalist who 

hoped that victory in the Second World War marked the end of the 

age of predatory imperialisms, the vale of tears through which the 

world had struggled since the early 1930s.5> But they were not a rejec- 

tion of British world power. Attlee acknowledged that the great new 

fact of world politics was American power, and that the independence 

of India would limit Britain’s ability to exert influence in Asia. But he 

was far from writing off Britain’s claims on the loyal partnership of 

the dominions or its colonial rights elsewhere in the world, especially 

in Africa. At the dominion prime ministers meeting in April 1946, 

he had hoped to commit them to a unified system of Commonwealth 

defence but had to accept a much more decentralised formula whereby 

each dominion took responsibility in its region ‘to maintain conditions 

favourable to the British Commonwealth and to accept joint respon- 

sibility for their defence in war’.54 Britain’s vulnerability to external 

attack made it wise, so he thought, to relocate certain vital industries to 

the safety of Australia. And Britain’s links with the two Pacific domin- 

ions could be maintained by a line that ran across Africa, not through 

the Mediterranean and Middle East. Embedded in Attlee’s approach 

was an old not a new view of empire. Like Bonar Law, or Balfour or 

many Gladstonians, Attlee regarded the Middle East as a dangerous 

outpost, made even more dangerous in the era of air power. It would 

be far better to make it into a neutral zone — a ‘wide glacis of desert and 

Arabs’ was the phrase Dalton remembered — separating the spheres of 

British and Russian predominance, than to run the risks and bear the 

costs of an imperium still more extensive than that Britain had seized 

after 1918.55 

Attlee was Prime Minister, and his comments were trenchant. 

But he never came close to winning the argument, and by February 

1947 had abandoned the effort. He faced the combined opposition of 

the Foreign Office and Chiefs of Staff: indeed, it may have been the 

threat of the latter to resign en masse that forced him into retreat. The 

central weakness of Attlee’s position was its optimistic view of Russian 

intentions, justified by faith, it had to be said, rather than by works. 

His proposal that the Middle East become a ‘neutral zone’ assumed 
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that Stalin would not revive the designs on the Straits and North Persia, 

that he had already revealed, once British power was withdrawn. The 

Chiefs of Staff were incredulous: at Attlee’s ‘naivety’; Bevin’s answer 

was lapidary, almost Curzonian. He dismissed Attlee’s suggestion that 

withdrawal from the Middle East would assuage Russian aggression: 

‘It would be Munich over again, only on a world scale, with Greece, 

Turkey and Persia as the victims in place of Czechoslovakia... Russia 

would certainly fill the gap we leave empty, whatever her promises.’ 

It would wreck Britain’s relations with the United States, on whose 

aid Britain depended, and whose leaders had just been persuaded that 

American interests, like those of Britain, required the Middle East to 

be held. ‘If we now withdraw at this moment, I should expect them to 

write us off entirely.’ Nor was the Middle East economically valueless: 

it was worth £100 million to Britain ‘and possibly a great difference in 

our future dollar earnings’. Indeed, the Middle East might take India’s 

place as an economic partner for Britain. If, instead, Britain left, hard 

on the heels of its departure from India, it ‘would appear to the world 

as the abdication of our position as a world power’. India would move 

towards Russia; ‘the effect on the Dominions would be incalculable.’5° 

Here was the case, cast in oracular terms, that Britain’s survival as 

a power in the world now hinged - in the geopolitical conditions 

that Soviet advance had created — on this dangerous salient in Middle 

Eurasia. 

Ironically, Attlee’s reluctant endorsement of the Middle East 

policy occurred on the eve of the annus horribilis, the year in which 

British world power seemed less real than the threat of financial and 

political bankruptcy. A terrible winter brought on a fuel crisis and dam- 

aged the export drive (to raise British earnings by 50 per cent above 

the pre-war level) on which hopes of recovery were pinned. The Amer- 

ican loan was being quickly used up. In March 1947, Stafford Cripps, 

the avenging angel of socialism, forecast a long period of austerity. 

In July 1947, under the terms of the Anglo-American loan, holders of 

sterling could convert their pounds into dollars. The result was disas- 

trous. Britain’s dollar reserves, already depleted by the cost of Ameri- 

can imports, sank like a stone. Faced with sterling’s collapse, London 

abruptly suspended convertibility on 20 August. Rations of petrol and 

food were reduced, and potatoes joined the list of rationed supplies. The 

Cabinet agonised over how many men could be spared from the civilian 

economy, how large the army should be and how long those ‘called up’ 
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should serve in the armed forces. At Dalton’s insistence, the provision of 
aid to Turkey and Greece had already been scrapped: this was the bur- 
den that the United States now assumed under the ‘Truman Doctrine’ 

promising help to those states fearful of Soviet aggression. Against this 

background of deepening economic gloom, the government faced an 

impasse in its effort to ease India into an agreed independence. With no 

sign of a compromise between the Congress and the League, growing 

communal friction and rising anxiety that the British in India would be 

caught up in a storm of political violence, panic in London began to set 

in. The Cabinet Mission had failed. Attlee and his colleagues rejected 

the Viceroy, Lord Wavell’s, ‘breakdown plan’ (a staged withdrawal to 

the Indian ports, handing power over province by province) as a recipe 

for turmoil, but had no plan of their own. The sacking of Wavell and 

the choice of Mountbatten were acts of inspired desperation. But Attlee 

was forced to give Mountbatten a virtual free hand to decide on the 

timing and settle the manner of Britain’s departure. Mountbatten was 

lucky. His arrival in India in March 1947 coincided with the grudging 

recognition in the Congress that, without an early transfer of power, 

and agreement on partition, the spiral of communal violence would 

destroy their authority over the Indian masses as much as that of the 

British. This was the chink through which Mountbatten would drive 

with ruthless diplomacy to impose partitioned independence in August 

1947.°7 
The late summer of 1947 erased any lingering hope that Britain 

would quickly regain the substance of its world position before the 

catastrophe of 1940. A further turn of the screw was the rapid deterio- 

ration of the situation in Palestine. Here the British had struggled to find 

a settlement acceptable to both Arabs and Jews whilst also reserving an 

enclave of their own — in the event of withdrawal from their Canal Zone 

bases. There was no question of stopping further Jewish immigration 

or preserving Palestine as an Arab-majority state — the ‘solution’ envis- 

aged in 1939. That was ruled out by American disapproval, and the 

growing intensity of Zionist terrorism, against which the large British 

garrison seemed poorly equipped. Even after the bombing of the King 

David Hotel in July 1946 — aimed at the heart of the British mandate 

administration — the Cabinet rejected the repression of Jewish organisa- 

tions for fear of American anger.°* Instead, the British found themselves 

drifting into the worst of all worlds: as the unwilling executants of a 

territorial partition fashioned in New York by the United Nations, but 
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whose real sponsor was the United States. The likely costs of this role 

for Britain’s relations with the Arab states, at precisely the moment 

when the terms of their post-war alliances were being redefined, were 

regarded in London with horror. The only solution, it came to appear, 

was an ignominious departure, without even the fig leaf of an ordered 

transition, leaving the field to the local contestants and the war that 

followed.5? 
For an imperial system that laid so much stress on the pres- 

tige of its rule, and which depended so much on its claim to embody 

public order and justice, the events of 1947 were especially damag- 

ing. London’s authority — among its ‘subordinate’ allies (like Egypt or 

Jordan), its dominion ‘partners’, as well as its colonial subjects (who 

enjoyed very varying degrees of local self-rule) — was a function in part 

of local opinion. The appearance of strength, the assertion of will, and 

the promise of rewards to bestow, were the often invisible strings with 

which the British had tied their ramshackle system together. The ‘illu- 

sion of permanence’ — that, in any future world order, British power 

would loom large — was a vital constraint on the colonial temptation 

to flout London’s wishes too rudely. It did not require a Cassandra 

to wonder in late 1947 whether the spell had been broken. It seemed 

after all that the disasters that the British had suffered between 1940 

and 1942 could not be repaired. They might have hoped that victory 

would restore the European balance, with the Soviet Union as the great 

guarantor against a new Hitler. But, without a European peace, their 

domestic security looked increasingly fraught. Their commercial empire 

was crippled by weakness and what seemed like hopeless mismanage- 

ment. India as an asset was finally gone. Their Middle East clients 

were in open revolt. The dominions resisted commitment to ‘imperial 

defence’, doubted London’s dire warnings about Soviet intentions, and 

declined London’s anxious request to write down their sterling claims 

by up to 50 per cent.°° What remained of the Empire might yield wind- 

fall gains, but it was a patchwork of colonies, some undeveloped, some 

under-governed, and some (like Malaya) barely recovered from foreign 

occupation. 

This was a gloomy prospectus, but, as it turned out, unrealis- 

tically gloomy. The British world-system did not implode. The politi- 

cians in London may have resented its costs but they could not imagine 

a post-imperial future. They were spared the need for a drastic rethink. 

Grim as they looked, the pressures they faced were not unremitting. 
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The geopolitical position did not become critical. In Europe and the 
Middle East, the Soviet Union was cautious. The British were not driven 

back — in the way that Attlee had feared — to the strategic periphery. 

Their uncertain defences were not seriously tested. Crucially, too, their 

default on the loan agreement was accepted without too much ran- 

cour in Washington.°' The Truman administration acknowledged the 

need to keep Britain solvent, and ideally strong, as the best ally it had 

against Soviet expansion. The offer of help had already been mooted 

in the famous speech of George Marshall, the Secretary of State, on 

5 June 1947 which sketched out what became the European Recovery 

Programme. So the British were allowed to seal off the sterling econ- 

omy from American competition, to discriminate heavily against dollar 

goods, to keep ‘imperial preference’ and put off the day when the pound 

was exchanged freely for dollars — precisely those things that Ameri- 

can leaders had been so determined to crush eighteen months earlier. 

Their departure from India had been swift and involuntary but not 

catastrophic. Both Nehru and Jinnah had been pragmatically willing 

to accept independence as dominions and not to demand a republic. 

The transfer of power was thus a constitutional pageant, performed in 

London through an Act of Parliament, the Indian Independence Act, 

as well as in India. It allowed Attlee to claim that the end of the Raj 

was the triumphant completion of a long-matured plan to give the 

Indians self-government, a pleasing if transparent fiction. It also held 

out some hope that the two new dominions would be Britain’s part- 

ners across Southern Asia, balancing the new international weight that 

China (under Kuomintang rule) was expected to have. In the Middle 

East, for all the difficulties faced by the British in securing fresh treaties 

with their key Arab allies (a proposed treaty with Iraq collapsed in the 

face of a popular outburst, the so-called Wathbah), there was as yet 

little sign that nationalism was a strong enough glue to unify Britain’s 

opponents and break down the suspicions that divided parties and fac- 

tions. Among the dominions, Britain’s staunchest allies in the Second 

World War, impatience with British imperial attitudes and the desire 

to assert their own regional claims modulated gradually into a growing 

unease at the scale of American power, and a stark realisation (among 

the sterling dominions) that their economic survival was closely tied up 

with Britain’s recovery and the fate of the pound. 

Much of the flexibility that British leaders had hoped to enjoy 

in the war’s aftermath had faded away. But the crucial fact was that the 
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scope for an empire had not disappeared. The seismic shift in American 

policy meant that Britain’s importance as an imperial ally had been 

grasped in Washington, as well as the need to support its imperial 

claims, for the time being at least. In a war-shattered world, the sterling 

economies also accounted for around half of world trade. For all the 

irritation that London’s breach of faith had caused on the other side 

of the Atlantic, this was too large an egg to think of killing the goose. 

The sterling area had to be given a last-minute reprieve. Nor so far had 

there been any great revulsion of sentiment in Britain itself against the 

burden of empire, felt most directly in the prolonging of conscription, 

abandoned precipitately after the First World War. ‘One should not 

overlook the resurgence of nationalism which is characteristic of this 

country in its post-war mood’, remarked one thoughtful observer.*°* 

It reflected not only the confidence that victory had brought but also 

acceptance that, for both better (social reform) and worse (austerity), 

there would be no return to a pre-war ‘normality’. No major voice had 

called for a general withdrawal from overseas commitments — perhaps a 

measure of how far the Churchillian idea of Britain’s place in the world 

(if not Churchill himself) ruled the political realm (a strong case could 

be made that it shaped public attitudes to Britain in the white dominions 

as well). Finally, the British had also begun to equip themselves for the 

next age of warfare. By early 1947, the decision had been taken to build 

an atomic weapon that would deter the most powerful assailant. When 

that was in place — a ten-year wait was envisaged — Britain’s scientific 

prowess, hugely developed by the stress of war, could be mobilised fully 

behind her claim to world power. 

In this brave new world of unforeseen fears, the Labour gov- 

ernment shuffled uneasily, with American and dominion help, towards 

a new version of empire, with a new ideology, a new geostrategy, and 

an all-but-new economic system. This we might call the fourth (and 

last) British Empire. 

The fourth British Empire 

There was, of course, nothing that resembled an imperial programme, 

still less an announcement that Britain had embarked upon a new phase 

of empire-building. This was partly because, as in earlier times, no sin- 

gle department or source of authority ruled over all Britain’s multiple 
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external connections, or could grasp their full meaning. Labour’s new 
empire emerged instead from piecemeal decisions, made in pursuit of 
a wide range of objectives. The result was an untidy, even ramshackle, 

system like all previous versions of British world power. It was shaped 

inevitably by the impress of forces largely outside the control of any 

government in London. Indeed, it was mainly the product of an eco- 

nomic and geopolitical crisis that was far more severe (from the British 

point of view) than that which they had faced after r918. Its prospects 

were decided not only by the means that the British themselves could 

commit, but by the help they enlisted inside and outside their impe- 

rial system. Indeed, the scale of its dependence upon foreign assistance 

became one of its hallmarks, and perhaps the principal cause of its 

systemic instability. Indeed, as‘a ‘solution’ to the problem of restor- 

ing Britain’s world position (as an independent great power co-equal 

with the United States and the Soviet Union), its shortcomings were 

obvious — or had become so by 1952 at the latest. 

Labour’s embrace of an imperial destiny may have derived in 

part from the innate conservatism of its leaders’ world-view or their 

reluctance to challenge the passions and prejudices ascribed to pub- 

lic opinion — the loathing for ‘scuttle’ which the Cabinet had feared 

would discredit their Indian policy.®3 But, from mid-1947, their impe- 

rial thinking was driven by two more urgent concerns. The first was 

the danger that Stalin would repeat Hitler’s success in uniting Europe 

against them, if by more indirect means, before American help could 

be brought to bear. In geopolitical terms, Britain’s weakness in Europe 

was bound to make them lean more heavily on their extra-European 

resources. The second was the need, felt no less acutely, to secure their 

achievements at home, and safeguard Labour’s position as the party of 

government. The priority here was economic recovery, or, as it seemed 

in the wake of the convertibility crisis, economic survival. But, for Attlee 

and his colleagues, there was little real choice in the road to recovery. 

The central plank in Labour’s electoral platform, the glue that held the 

government, the party and its trade union supporters (the main source 

of its funds) together, was the promise of full employment, originally 

laid down in the wartime white paper in 1944. Full employment was 

the key guarantee that the sacrifices of wartime had not been in vain, 

and that victory had made possible a better, fairer, Britain. It could 

not be repudiated. It was also the essential condition without which 

Labour’s whole social programme would quickly unravel. Extending 
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social insurance, increasing state benefits for the jobless or sick, and 

funding a national health service, assumed a very high level of produc- 

tive employment: mass unemployment on the scale of the 1930s would 

wreck their finances. The savage deflation through which governments 

in the 1920s had sought to rebalance Britain’s trade deficit was no 

longer an option. Nor was the mechanism through which that deflation 

was imposed, the use of high interest rates to restrict the money supply. 

Instead, Labour was committed to a ‘cheap money’ policy (interest rates 

were kept at 2 per cent) partly to keep employment levels high, partly 

because the cost of nationalising Britain’s mines and transport drove up 

government borrowing. Cheap money was as vital to Labour’s public 

finances as to its social policy and electoral hopes. 

These considerations ruled out defending Britain’s solvency in 

the open international economy that the Bretton Woods agreements 

had envisaged. Cheap money at home required a closed sterling econ- 

omy abroad, to guard sterling’s value and protect the overseas (sterling 

area) markets to which much of her exports were sent. Nor was it 

just a matter of weathering the immediate threat of a sterling collapse. 

The convertibility disaster brought home to ministers and their advisers 

that the fundamental imbalance of the British economy required both 

immediate action and a longer-term remedy. They had to secure fresh 

supplies of food and fuel to improve living standards, ease the huge bur- 

den of food subsidies and improve distribution and output at home. But 

they had to obtain them from dollar-free sources. They were anxious if 

possible not just to save dollars by buying in sterling, but to earn dol- 

lars as well by re-exporting sterling imports to the voracious American 

economy. Foodstuffs (especially grain and fats), oil, gold (from South 

Africa) and high-value minerals like copper and tin, were among their 

key targets. The shortage of oil and the otherwise heavy dependence on 

American imports made Middle Eastern supplies from British-owned 

concessions there a glittering but vulnerable prize. ‘Should Russia over- 

run this area’, worried Hugh Gaitskell, then Minister of Fuel and Power, 

in January 1948, 

[t]here would not merely be insufficient oil for Britain but 

for a large part of the rest of the world... God knows 

when we shall really get our expansion programme going 

there, and how precarious it will be even when the output is 

doubled.*4 
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‘It is hoped that by 1951 82 per cent of our oil supplies will be drawn 
from the Middle East (as compared with 23 per cent in 1938)’, Bevin 
told his Cabinet colleagues in October 1949. ‘This will present the 

largest single factor in balancing our overseas payments. If we failed 

to maintain our position in the Middle East, our plans for economic 

recovery... would fail.’°5 This was a game that other ministers could 

play. Malaya ‘is by far the most important source of dollars in the 

Colonial Empire’, warned the Colonial Secretary in July 1948. ‘It would 

gravely worsen the whole dollar balance of the Sterling Area if there 

were serious interference with Malayan exports.’°* Malayan security 

was not just a matter of local importance, or even a primarily strategic 

matter. It had become one of the crutches of a convalescent British 

economy. 

For the foreseeable future, then, the Labour government pinned 

its hopes of economic revival to closer integration with the ster- 

ling Commonwealth countries (mainly Australia, New Zealand and 

South Africa), the rapid development of their most valuable dependen- 

cies (including Malaya, the Gold Coast and Northern Rhodesia) and 

the drastic expansion of output from Britain’s oil concessions in the 

Middle East. Only in this way could they restore some equilibrium 

between Britain’s dollar income and outgoings, build up the reserves 

required for sterling’s eventual return to convertible status, and (above 

all) protect the British economy from a drastic slump in employment 

and living standards. Pressing arguments of geostrategy pushed them in 

the same outward direction. By the end of 1947, the failure of the Coun- 

cil of Foreign Ministers meeting in London in November—December, 

had convinced British leaders that a negotiated settlement with Stalin 

was more remote than ever. Deterring a Soviet advance into, or its sub- 

version of, the Western European states meant a military build-up, and 

a firmer commitment by London to the defence of the half-continent. In 

the Western European Union in January 1948 and the Brussels Treaty 

a few months later, the British pledged themselves more deeply to their 

European partners than in any previous peacetime. But they were all 

too aware that the military means to make good this commitment were 

scanty at best. Without adequate means to defeat the Soviet Union 

on land, a ‘Middle East’ strategy to bomb Southern Russia (despite 

its manifold shortcomings*”) remained the best option. The argument 

went wider. On 5 January 1948, Attlee had broadcast an attack on 

Soviet imperialism in Europe. A week later, he appealed for Australian 
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and New Zealand support. Britain, he told prime ministers Chifley and 

Fraser, had proposed a ‘Western European Regional Economic and 

Security Group’. Britain would provide the ‘political and moral lead- 

ership’, but would depend upon the material support of the United 

States and the Commonwealth.®® Eager as they were to elicit American 

help, both Attlee and Bevin were determined to avoid mere dependence 

on Washington. ‘If it is our aim’, remarked the Cabinet Secretary, Sir 

Norman Brook, ‘to achieve the leadership of a Western Union suff- 

ciently powerful to be independent of both the Soviet and the American 

blocs, we must be at the heart of a Commonwealth of nations which 

is as large as and powerful as we can make it.’°? Bevin was blunter. 

‘More stress should be laid’, he told his ministerial colleagues, ‘on the 

need to build up a Commonwealth defence system which together with 

Western Union, would result in a bloc equivalent in strength to the 

United States or the Soviet Union.’7° Defending Britain-in-Europe and 

preserving British world power were imperial tasks. 

At first sight, it seems strange that, at a time of such acute 

economic hardship, domestic opposition to the burdens of empire 

was not more vociferous. By late 1947, even potatoes were rationed 

(bread had been rationed since mid-1946) and the ration of petrol sus- 

pended altogether. Quite apart from Britain’s overseas debts, there was 

also a mountain of borrowing at home increasing in size from some 

£13 billion at the end of the war to more than £rs5 billion by 1951.7" 

Partly in consequence, the level of income tax remained at a far higher 

level than after the First World War. By 1951, six years into the peace, it 

had fallen only marginally from ro shillings (50 per cent) in the pound 

to 9 shillings (45 per cent), twice the rate current in 1925. Nor was 

it simply a question of feeling the pinch. There was also the matter 

of public attitudes to empire. Britain’s impoverishment had coincided 

with an ideological conversion to social democracy. After 1918, the 

blueprint for social reconstruction had been largely torn up when the 

government abandoned most of the levers of economic control at the 

onset of depression. This pattern was not repeated after 1945. Instead, 

the Labour government embarked upon a huge social programme to 

extend educational opportunity, widen access to healthcare and (most 

fundamental of all) secure full employment. It also took charge of two 

basic industries whose renovation was vital to economic recovery: trans- 

port (including railways, harbours and road haulage) and the mines. 

The result was high levels of public expenditure for domestic recovery 
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, 

and social reform. Yet, at exactly the same time, spending on defence 
remained obstinately high. In the late 1940s it stood at more than dou- 

ble the proportion of GDP spent in 193 1-7, and at the end of the decade 

was to rise even higher. The fourth British empire was not a cheap 

option. It seems not a little surprising that opinion in Britain, having 

voted decisively for domestic reform, and facing a blizzard of taxation 

and rationing, failed to revolt against the deadweight of empire. 

Perhaps a key part of the answer was that there was no obvious 

conflict between empire and social reform, between social democracy at 

home and imperialism abroad. The hostility to Britain’s imperial com- 

mitments voiced after 1920 was largely directed against London’s new 

empire in the Middle East, and the danger that this would provoke a 

Near Eastern war. Much of its force derived, however, from the angry 

belief that heavy spending abroad was preventing a return to economic 

normality and prolonging the post-war depression — a cry that appealed 

to the Left as well as the Right. Little of this applied in late 1947. Far 

from unemployment, the problem if anything was an acute shortage 

of manpower. The scale of Labour’s domestic programme disposed of 

the argument that empire had delayed the renovation of British society. 

By mid-1948, the largest and most controversial of overseas military 

burdens — the garrisons in India and Palestine — had been given up. 

Dislike of conscription and military service abroad may have been 

widespread, but public resentment was probably muted by the fact 

that the ‘call-up’ was no longer a novelty. It had begun in peacetime on 

the eve of the war and had been part and parcel of the mobilisation of 

Britain’s resources whose fairness and thoroughness were regarded as 

the talismans of survival and victory. Trade union antipathy to ‘national 

service’ and foreign military spending — a notable feature of the political 

climate in 1918-22 — was restrained by Bevin’s massive prestige, as the 

principal champion of ‘imperial’ duty, and by the extent to which they 

could be seen as necessary for Britain’s own protection against Soviet 

aggression. Indeed, the conflation of ‘containment’ (to safeguard Britain 

at home) and ‘imperial defence’ (to secure its overseas spheres) was one 

of the ways in which any residual opposition to imperial burdens could 

be readily neutralised. Finally, although there was room for doubt as to 

its application in practice, Labour — and particularly Bevin —had been at 

pains to promote a new social democratic ideology of empire. Pre-war 

anxiety about social crisis in the colonies (where depression had bitten 

deep), and growing belief in the urgency of ‘colonial development’ from 
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above, fused with the wartime need to remake the image of empire, in 

the United States above all, and the chastened atmosphere of colonial 

failure brilliantly evoked by Margery Perham in 1942. The result was 

the rise of a new ideology of ‘partnership’, in which empire was the 

instrument of social, economic and political uplift, the imperial coun- 

terpart to the welfare state at home. Reassuring and flexible, it could 

easily cover a multitude of colonial sins and offered firm reassurance 

that what was good for Britain (the rapid expansion of colonial pro- 

duction) was also an act of imperial benevolence. 

For these kinds of reasons, British leaders were largely able to 

discount the risk of opposition at home to their Churchillian ambitions. 

They also disposed of some vital resources to uphold Britain’s influence. 

Despite the shortage of manpower in the civilian economy, they kept 

over 800,000 men in the armed services in 1948 (more than double 

the figure for 1938).7* With a large navy and air force, and a great 

network of bases, the British were far from being a negligible military 

power. Meanwhile, Britain’s connection with the white dominions was 

refreshed by the flow of post-war migration. Nearly 600,000 people 

left Britain between 1946 and 1949, mostly to settle there. A further 

700,000 followed in 19 50-4.73 The commercial apparatus for investing 

abroad had survived the war, and enthusiasm for doing so remained 

deeply rooted in British economic behaviour. The hunger for capital 

in the sterling dominions still drew them to London. And, as the Cold 

War grew fiercer, Britain’s great power position could be leveraged 

for the assistance that mattered. From 1948, Britain began to receive 

the Marshall Aid dollars. London had already obtained Washington’s 

de facto approval for Britain’s Middle East presence. In April 1949, 

with the North Atlantic alliance, it secured the guarantee of American 

support in the event of Soviet aggression in Europe. The threat of a 

second Dunkirk now looked less likely. If empires depend upon the 

exchange of reciprocal benefits, the British had something to offer their 
imperial partners. 

The engine-room of Labour’s fourth British empire was the ster- 

ling area economy. Its performance was critical to the reconstruction 

and modernisation of the domestic economy, and to the wider revival 

of British world influence. Between 1947 and 1950, the results were 

mixed, but far from discouraging. 1948 was a year of recovery from 

the convertibility crisis. The other sterling area countries may have dis- 

liked London’s determination to manage their non-sterling purchases 
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through a centrally administered ‘dollar-pool’, but they had little real 
choice but to comply. They dared not risk a collapse in sterling’s value, 
which would wipe out their holdings in London. For Australia and 
New Zealand especially, Britain remained their most important cus- 
tomer: its economic devastation would ruin them too. Indeed, for the 

Overseas sterling area as a whole, for some four-fifths of their total 

exports the British market was 50 per cent greater than the American 

(the main exceptions were cocoa, rubber and wool).74 There was also 

the issue of borrowing in London. Despite the huge growth of American 

foreign investment, it still remained difficult for the sterling dominions 

to borrow much there — partly because there was little demand for their 

produce from the American consumer. Access to London’s capital mar- 

ket was a valuable lever. The South African government was reluctant 

to accept the ‘dollar-pool’ rules, even more so when Smuts was dis- 

placed as prime minister by D. F. Malan in 1948. But Malan had to eat 

humble pie. Fear that his government would declare a republic led to 

capital flight, just at the moment when new investment was needed to 

expand gold production. Pretoria caved in and agreed to the exchange 

of its gold for sterling.75 In the colonial economies, London could set the 

price that was paid for their commodity exports, and restrict the manu- 

factures they were sent in return. This was a way of exporting Britain’s 

austerity, and reducing colonial consumption to hoard ‘British’ dol- 

lars. In the Treasury’s view, selling on colonial produce was a far more 

promising way of increasing London’s dollar income than closer rela- 

tions with the Western European countries.7° Meanwhile, in a world 

starved of industrial goods, and with most of their pre-war competitors 

in disarray, the British could sell abroad all they could make. There 

were also promising signs that London was resuming its classical role 

as a supplier of capital. Some £1,500 million was sent to sterling area 

borrowers in 1947-9.77 To a suspicious American expert, it seemed 

that the British were still doing surprisingly well from their investment 

in empire.7® 
Yet Britain’s position remained fundamentally fragile and with 

it the hope of restoring the pound sterling to equal status with the dol- 

lar in international transactions. Equality mattered because only then 

would London be able to recover the profitable business in banking, 

insurance and services that had made it so rich before 1914, and which 

depended upon the confidence of its overseas clients. Buoyed up by the 

injection of Marshall Aid dollars (some $1.2 billion), 1948 turned out 
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well. But, in 1949, sterling was once more on the ropes. An American 

slowdown, the cessation of stockpiling, and (so some observers sug- 

gested) the high cost of British exports, slashed dollar earnings. The 

dollar deficit soared. With encouragement from Washington (where 

there was growing anxiety that the dollar famine in Europe would cre- 

ate a permanent division between the two halves of the West’s trading 

world), London devalued the pound from $4.03 to $2.80, followed 

by the other sterling area countries. The following year saw a strik- 

ing recovery in the British balance of payments, and a new burst of 

optimism. But, as we shall see, disillusion soon followed. 

‘The Commonwealth nations are our closest friends’, Attlee 

proclaimed in the Commons foreign affairs debate in May 1948.7? 

Even more perhaps than before 1939, British ministers saw the white 

dominions as the indispensable elements of British world power. It 

was they that would serve as the ‘Main Support Areas’ in the event of 

another world war, or so the defence planners hoped. But of course 

Anglo-dominion relations were not so straightforward. Britain’s crush- 

ing defeat in Europe and Asia in 1940-2 had broken the spell. Never 

again could dominion leaders blithely confide their strategic defence to 

the imperial centre. As we have seen, Canadian, Australian and New 

Zealand reactions had passed through two phases. They recognised the 

necessity of American aid against a great power aggressor. But they 

were anxious as well that the new ‘World Organisation’ would protect 

their ‘middle power’ status and limit the scope of American predomi- 

nance. Both in Wellington and in Canberra, there had been a marked 

reluctance to accept London’s dire warnings about Soviet intentions, 

and the need to form a solid anti-Soviet bloc. ‘I find myself equally 

opposed to the extremes of both sides’, wrote the New Zealand prime 

minister, Peter Fraser.° Both in New Zealand and in Australia, mistrust 

of the United States was mixed with resentment at what was seen as its 

ungenerous treatment of Britain, and the desire to see London adopt 

a more independent line. As so often before, Australian leaders were 

irritated by London’s obtuseness: its refusal to see that Australia was 

doing its British and imperial duty. ‘Australia today’, said the prime 

minister, Ben Chifley, ‘has become the great bastion of the British- 

speaking race south of the Equator. Strategically and economically this 

country has assumed a position in the Pacific on behalf of the British 

Commonwealth.’*' British calls for help in Europe and the Middle 

East would confuse and distract Australian public opinion. So Chifley 
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bluntly rejected Attlee’s urgent appeal in January 1948. ‘The Australian 
people... are not convinced of the desirability of ...a Western alliance 
directed against the Soviet’, he wrote.** Anyway, Australia would have 
its hands full in the Pacific if another war broke out: there would be 

nothing to spare. There was less consultation from the Labour govern- 

ment, complained his foreign minister Evatt, than there had been from 

Churchill — an indictment indeed!®3 The view from New Zealand (as 

in previous times) was not so assertive. Fraser acknowledged the Soviet 

threat, sought London’s advice on how New Zealand could help, and 

agreed that New Zealand should have a division to send to the Middle 

East on the outbreak of war.*°4 The following year, he pressed ahead 

with a scheme for compulsory military training, on which a successful 

referendum was held in August 1949.°5 

1949 was a year of political change in both Australia and New 

Zealand. The new New Zealand prime minister, Sidney Holland, was an 

ardent imperial patriot. ‘I love the British Empire with all my heart’, had 

been his response to the great sterling crisis of August 1947.°° The Aus- 

tralian election restored Robert Menzies to power after a gap of eight 

years. Menzies, like Holland, was a vocal exponent of the British con- 

nection and (in his case) of a British Australia. As a wealthy lawyer from 

Melbourne (Australia’s financial capital with close ties to the City), he 

was deeply attached to the strength and stability of British institutions 

(‘the quietness, the tolerance, the sense of values, the ordered justice, 

the security of England’).87 But Menzies was far from being Downing 

Street’s doormat. There was too little awareness of empire in Britain, 

he thought on a visit in 1948.88 Yet Menzies saw Australia’s future 

as more reliant than ever on its closeness to Britain. The Australian 

economy would be a ‘food arsenal’ for Europe: its growth was tied 

up with Britain’s recovery and the survival of sterling.*? He was also 

keenly aware of Australia’s deep isolation and clutched at the hope that 

it could be a member of NATO. He seized the great chance given by 

London’s nuclear ambitions to offer Australia as Britain’s partner and 

test-ground.°° He was not in a hurry to promise Australian troops to 

the Middle East theatre. But, after the outbreak of war in Korea in June 

1950 (which intensified fears of an imminent world war), he reversed 

Chifley’s stance and (some eighteen months later) committed Australia 

to a Middle East role.?' The timing was not accidental. By that time, 

the Australia-New Zealand—United States security pact (ANZUS) was 

settled, the ‘Near North’ was now guarded by American sea-power and 
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the British were committed to the defence of Malaya. With the back 

door now bolted, Menzies was ready to do his imperial duty.?* 

Economic and strategic self-interest fused with their sense of a 

British identity to make the Southern dominions the most reliable part- 

ners in the fourth British empire. With the senior dominion (the term 

itself was slipping out of use), Britain’s post-war relations were some- 

what more complex. There were plenty of voices still raised to assert 

that Canada was, in Brooke Claxton’s phrase, ‘a British nation in North 

America’, or to argue, like George Grant, that ‘if we have no link with 

the British Commonwealth we shall soon cease to be a nation.’?3 ‘New- 

foundland’ (whose adhesion to Canada was then under discussion) “is 

ultra-loyal to the British Crown’, remarked an Ontario newspaper. ‘We 

can stand some of that too.’94 Canada’s Britishness was regarded by 

most English Canadians as an uncontroversial fact.?5 Mackenzie King, 

then the outgoing prime minister, warned his successor, St Laurent, that 

the Conservative opposition would exploit ‘British’ sentiment to press 

for a stronger commitment to imperial defence —a call bound to inflame 

French Canadian feeling and threaten the cohesion of the Liberal party. 

‘You will probably have to fight all Sir Wilfrid’s [Laurier’s] battles over 

again.’°° Yet King himself was deeply uneasy about showing too much 

preference for Canada’s ties with America over those with Britain. 

The Canadian problem lay in striking the balance. It was per- 

fectly clear, a senior military officer had remarked in August 1945, that 

Canada was ‘not going to participate in a war... over the frontiers of 

Iraq or to preserve the Indian Ocean as a British lake’. But, as two 

great wars had shown, ‘the Canadian people have, on the occasion of a 

great emergency arising, quickly realised that the security of the United 

Kingdom is a vital interest’.?7 Mackenzie King’s instinct (a habitual 

reflex) was to avoid any forward commitment, but a greater theoretical 

risk was that Canada’s integration into America’s continental defence 

system would constrain its ability to lend Britain its aid. NATO averted 

this danger. From the Canadian angle, the North Atlantic Treaty signed 

in April 1949 was the perfect solution: Canada would contribute to 

North Atlantic defence alongside its two great partners: pragmatism, 

sentiment and self-interest were reconciled. But, in commercial rela- 

tions, such compromise was elusive. This was not for want of Canadian 

efforts. The British market was hugely important to Canada, taking 

40 per cent of Canadian exports before the war.?* The sterling they 

earned helped to offset Canada’s large deficit with the United States. 
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During the war, Britain’s shortage of dollars had been met by allowing 
American aid to be spent in Canada. After the war, Canadian eager- 
ness to restore the old pattern had been part of the motive for the 
large dollar loan they advanced to Britain. But nothing went right. The 
Canadians had banked on a swift British revival. The convertibility 

crisis was a shattering blow. As Britain’s dollar purchases were cut to 

the bone, Canada’s balance of payments also lurched into crisis. Mar- 

shall Aid dollars eased things for a while, and allowed London to pay 

for Canadian wheat. But the second sterling crisis in 1949 marked a 

parting of ways. The British tried to persuade the Canadians to accept 

inconvertible sterling, and to help British exports by restricting their 

purchase of American goods. To the Canadians it seemed like a trans- 

parent manoeuvre, to suck them willy-nilly into the sterling area?? and 

give a great boost to its dollar reserve. It was also bound to infuriate 

Washington.'°° Ottawa drew back. But its export dilemma was not 

fully resolved until the Korean war boom widened the American mar- 

ket for Canadian manufactures and foodstuffs. By the early 19508, 54 

per cent of Canadian exports (40 per cent in 1937) were sent there, and 

17 per cent to Britain. A mere 9 per cent of Canadian imports (half the 

pre-war percentage) were now drawn from Britain. Canada’s economic 

and strategic integration into the imperial system of its great southern 

neighbour looked almost irreversible. 

With the fourth dominion, relations had never been easy and 

seemed likely to worsen. In South African politics, the dominant fact 

was that Afrikaners formed a majority of the white population who 

alone (except for a handful of ‘coloured’ or mixed-race voters) had the 

franchise. The extent of republican or nationalist feeling among the 

Afrikaner electorate was thus a critical issue and a vociferous minority 

of Afrikaner politicians had long demanded a republic and secession 

from the Empire (one was assumed to lead to the other). Yet South 

Africa had entered the Second World War freely and its soldiers and 

airmen — including many Afrikaners — fought beside British and other 

Empire troops. This seemed to suggest that for a significant fraction 

of Afrikaner opinion the republican path was divisive and dangerous, 

alienating the ‘English’ minority and isolating South Africa. General 

Smuts was regarded — in Britain especially — as the indispensable leader. 

His global prestige, local charisma and political skill (‘Slim Jannie’ was 

a nickname with somewhat mixed connotations) made him the ideal 

(Afrikaner) champion of Anglo-Afrikaner amity and South Africa’s 
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Commonwealth membership. It was his intervention that had tipped 

the balance in the vote to enter the war. As the wartime prime minister, 

he had faced down the furious outcry of the anti-war faction and the 

paramilitary violence of the Ossewa Brandwag (the name was meant to 

invoke the Voortrekker tradition), while the Allied victory in Africa had 

helped his supporters to electoral victory in 1943. After the war, despite 

the strains of economic transition, and the fiasco of Smuts’ attempt to 

get United Nations approval to incorporate South West Africa (still 

a League mandate) into the Union, defeat by the Nationalists seemed 

highly unlikely so long as Smuts was leader of the United party.'°’ But, 

at the general election in 1948, Smuts was defeated — despite winning 

a majority of the popular vote — and the Nationalists came to power 

under D. F. Malan. 

This was bound to set the alarm bells ringing in London. On 

any view of Britain’s post-war system, South Africa was a large and 

important component. In the Second World War, as a semi-industrial 

economy, a supplier of gold, and a great naval and air base in the South 

Atlantic and Indian Ocean, its cooperation had been vital to the imperial 

war effort. In a future war against the Soviet Union, it was expected to 

become perhaps even more valuable. Declaring a republic and leaving 

the Commonwealth would create a huge crisis in Anglo-South African 

relations at a critical moment. There was already the danger that a 

Nationalist government would demand the return of the Simonstown 

base and renew the old pressure for the ‘High Commission Territories’ 

(Basutoland, Bechuanaland and Swaziland — today’s Lesotho, Botswana 

and Swaziland) to be incorporated as part of the Union. Nor was it 

likely that a government so explicitly committed to baaskap (white 

supremacy) and apartheid (racial separation) would fit very willingly 

into a Commonwealth group that had just been enlarged by three Asian 

dominions. But, as it turned out, Malan was pragmatic and his hand was 

weak. The capital flight that greeted his victory threatened economic 

disaster. Malan was forced to place his dollar income in the sterling 

area pool in return for access to the London capital market — a major 

concession that Smuts had escaped, with considerable benefit to the 

white standard of living.'°* The referendum on a republic was put off 

sine die. And, since fear of communism was even more of a bogey in the 

National than in the United party, a retreat into the laager away from 

European complications (that had had great appeal in the inter-war 

years) now looked less wise. 



553 / The price of survival, 1943-1951 

Malan’s dilemma was neatly exposed in the wider debate set 
off over the Commonwealth’s future in 1948-9. It was triggered by 
the question of India’s status. Nehru and the Congress had accepted 
‘dominion status’ in 1947 as an expedient to quicken the transfer of 

power before a new Indian constitution was framed. It soon became 

obvious that the new constitution would take a republican form. Within 

the Congress there were also those who disliked any formal connection, 

whether material or symbolic, with the imperial past and who were 

deeply suspicious that the British intended to drag India back into their 

imperialist toils. A Congress party resolution in December 1948 pro- 

claimed its commitment to the ‘ending of Imperialism and Colonialism’ 

and declared that Indian foreign policy should ‘avoid entanglement in 

military or similar alliances which tend to divide up the world in rival 

groups’. India’s ‘complete independence’ meant that ‘her present asso- 

ciation with the United Kingdom and the Commonwealth of Nations 

will necessarily have to change’.'°3 The difficulty lay in the strong sup- 

position that allegiance to the Crown was the essential element in Com- 

monwealth membership: a dominion that rejected the king as its head 

of state automatically left the Commonwealth. In 1948, this had led 

to the departure of both Burma and Eire (the former Irish Free State). 

‘There can be no doubt’, reported a British official committee, ‘that the 

king has been the symbol and expression of that community of feeling 

which has been the mainspring of cooperation particularly at times of 

crisis... Some South African politicians... recommend the severance of 

allegiance to the Crown on the very ground that some South Africans 

are influenced... by the emotional pull of the Commonwealth connec- 

tion and that South Africa’s decision to declare war in 1939 would not 

have been taken but for this sense of “obligation”.’'°4 The dilemma 

was whether to loosen the monarchical bond, risk the erosion of the 

Crown’s ‘emotional pull’ and weaken the solidarity of the Common- 

wealth’s ‘central countries’ (defined as Britain, Canada, Australia and 

New Zealand)'°5 or to maintain the old ‘rule’ and exclude a republican 

India. 
It was India’s geostrategic importance that weighed most with 

London. If India’s request for a new kind of membership was rejected, 

what would the consequences be? In the climate of 1948-9, it was hard 

to be insouciant. For all their eagerness to win American backing, Attlee 

and Bevin saw themselves at that moment as the heroic builders of a 

grand coalition against the Soviet threat, now being extended — with the 
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advance of Mao’s armies in China — into Asia as well. Western European 

Union and Commonwealth backing were its vital components. Whether 

India contributed to ‘Commonwealth defence’ or not, ‘her exclusion 

from the Commonwealth against her own wishes would encourage her 

to concentrate her attention on the creation of an Asiatic bloc, isolated 

from and possibly hostile to the Western Powers.’’°° If India left, it 

might be followed by Pakistan and Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and by Britain’s 

other Asian colonies as they became independent. It was ‘a matter of 

major importance’, the Cabinet were told, ‘that the leading power in 

South East Asia should remain a member of the Commonwealth’.'°7 In 

the Chiefs of Staff’s view, keeping India in offered the best chance for 

the common defence of South Asia, and for Britain’s getting access in 

wartime to India’s manpower and industry. But a formula acceptable 

to the ‘old dominions’ was not easy to find. New Zealand did not want 

a ‘flabby Commonwealth with no guiding principle’: it might be better 

if India stayed out.'°® Even at this late stage, Attlee himself tried rather 

desperately to dissuade Nehru. ‘Does a republic really appeal to the 

masses in India?...[R]epublicanism is an alien import from Europe’, 

he urged.'°? But, in the end, all the dominion governments accepted 

that keeping India in was of vital importance, and in this ‘can-do’ 

atmosphere a compromise formula was hammered out at the Com- 

monwealth prime ministers meeting in April 1949. India accepted the 

king ‘as the symbol of free association’ of the Commonwealth’s inde- 

pendent member nations and ‘as such the Head of the Commonwealth’. 

The remaining dominions declared their position unchanged. The real 

surprise of the meeting was what Malan had to say. Malan had been 

worried by the phrase ‘head of the Commonwealth’, fearing its ‘super- 

state’ overtones — an old phobia in South Africa and of the Liberals in 

Canada. But he affirmed South African loyalty to the Commonwealth. 

‘South Africa cannot stand isolated, but must have friends and must 

find them generally among the like-minded nations... but more espe- 

cially...in the inner circle of the free and independent nations of the 

Commonwealth.’''° It was a remarkable u-turn, and opinion in South 

Africa was divided on Malan’s real intentions. But Baring (the British 

representative there) was convinced that Malan actually meant what he 

cad"? 

The successful inclusion of republican India and Malan’s public 

confession of Commonwealth faith were promising signs that the will 

was there to preserve the British connection and to acknowledge the 
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Commonwealth as an informal alliance against the communist threat. 
Even Nehru agreed that ‘Commonwealth countries must be prepared to 
resist military and political aggression by the Soviet government’.!™ It 
vindicated Attlee’s willingness to reinvent the Commonwealth, recog- 
nising that ‘dominion’ was no longer favoured as a title (it was being 
discarded even in New Zealand''3), and that the name ‘British Com- 

monwealth’ should sometimes give way to ‘Commonwealth of Nations’ 

as the best designation.''4 The modified Commonwealth had become 

a key part of Labour’s new world-system. But even more striking was 

the extent to which Britain’s own role as its head and centre had come 

to depend upon an ever deeper commitment in two large spheres, in 

each of which British influence and authority suffered from potentially 

crippling sources of weakness. 

The first of these was the Middle East. As we have seen, in post- 

war conditions the Middle East’s value had risen sharply for Britain. 

As the base from which to attack Russian oilfields and industry in the 

event of world war, and as the source for ‘dollar-free’ oil extracted from 

British ‘concessions’, the Middle East had become much more than a 

bastion of the old Anglo-Indian nexus. It was no longer an adjunct 

to the British world-system but an integral part of it. This was the 

meaning of Bevin’s victory over Attlee in 1946-7. Britain’s ability to 

promote Western Union, to hold the Commonwealth together, to stage 

an economic recovery, or to deter Soviet aggression required a regional 

presence that was at least as commanding as before 1939, and much 

more intrusive. It was really made up of a four-cornered connection: 

with Irag and Jordan, where the British relied on the local ‘strong men’, 

Nuri al-Said and the ageing King Abdullah; with Iran and the special 

position enjoyed by the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company; and above all with 

Egypt and the Suez Canal Zone. Indeed, for the British, Egypt remained 

the irreplaceable centrepiece of their Middle East imperium. It was not 

just a matter of their huge complex of bases in the Suez Canal Zone. 

There was also the vast depot at Tel el-Kebir (the Plassey of Egypt). 

Egyptian labour and Egypt’s ports and railways were equally vital if the 

Canal Zone bases were to serve their purpose efficiently. This meant, in 

effect, that the British must enlist the cooperation, however grudging or 

reluctant, of the government in Cairo and its local officials. It was this 

realisation that had pushed Bevin and the Foreign Office into offering 

a large-scale withdrawal of the British military presence in return for 

the right to return in a Middle Eastern ‘emergency’. Those talks had 
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failed (largely over Cairo’s demand for a much larger say in the affairs 

of the Sudan). Meanwhile, their abrupt departure from Palestine had 

deprived the British of the alternative base where their troops could be 

kept and hardened their view about the value of Egypt. With the onset 

of the Berlin crisis in mid-1948, and the increased possibility of a war 

with Russia, the idea of any real withdrawal from Egypt disappeared 

almost completely. It was now essential, declared the Chiefs of Staff in 

September 1948, to keep at least 20,000 troops in Egypt, and to go on 

using the Tel el-Kebir depot.''5 

The reality was, as the British admitted to themselves, that not 

only was evacuation now inconceivable but that ‘our military require- 

ments go beyond those of the present [1936] treaty’.1'® There was 

no chance of finding any Egyptian regime that would agree to such 

terms.''7 The embassy in Cairo was left, as so often before, to square 

the circle. Its tactics were well tried: every proconsul from Cromer to 

Lampson had played much the same hand. The aim was to tempt King 

Farouk with the promise of a treaty, or to bully him into allowing a 

government of the main popular party, the Wafd, who might also be 

tempted (as in 1936). The difficulty was that London had little or noth- 

ing to give. Worse still, there were growing signs of upheaval as the 

Arab defeat in Palestine, the effects of inflation and the Islamist influ- 

ence of the Muslim Brotherhood undermined ‘pashadom’ and the king’s 

prestige. They were facing 191g all over again, thought some British 

observers. If violence broke out, it would be necessary to send three 

major military units ‘and dominate the European quarter of Cairo’.1'8 

Nor could the British allow Egypt to fall into political chaos. But how 

could they stop it, or prevent a populist government from disrupting 

overtly or covertly the transport links and labour supply on which they 

depended? It might happen at a moment of great international tension, 

and ‘Egypt is the only country in the Middle East’, so the Chiefs of 

Staff declared, ‘possessing the facilities and resources for the conduct 

of a major war’.''? ‘All interpretations of Middle East strategy require 

the location of a Middle East base in Egypt in war.’!*° By hook or by 

crook some agreement must be made. 1950 was a year of desultory 

talks with the new Wafd government and the prime minister, Nahas 

Pasha, ‘an old, stubborn and enfeebled man’ in The Times’ dismissive 

phrase.'*' At the end of the year, Nahas raised the stakes. Egypt would 

end its treaty with Britain unilaterally if necessary. In October 1951, he 

made good his threat, and the real confrontation began. 



597 / The price of survival, 1943-1951 

By that time the British had suffered a highly damaging blow 

to their pride and pocket from Iranian nationalism. They had placed 

heavy reliance upon the British-owned Anglo-Iranian Oil Company 

(later British Petroleum) and its refinery at Abadan (then the largest 

in the world) to produce ‘sterling oil’, and reduce the dollar deficit 

(to which the cost of oil imported from the United States, much the 

world’s largest producer, made the biggest contribution).!** To palli- 

ate Iranian discontent with its oil royalties, a ‘supplemental’ agreement 

had been negotiated. But, from Teheran’s point of view, this did little 

to redress the growing imbalance between its share of oil revenues and 

those accruing to London. In 1950, the company made net profits of 

£33 million, paid more than £50 million in taxes to the British govern- 

ment (five times as much as in 1946) but barely £16 million in royalties 

to Teheran. New dividend rules applicable in London also depressed 

the income that the Iranians received.'*3 To make matters worse, at 

the end of 1950 it became known that, in Saudi Arabia, the region’s 

second-largest producer, the Arab-American Oil Company (Aramco) 

had agreed on a fifty—fifty sharing of profits with the government in 

Riyadh. It was hardly surprising that the Iranians cavilled at a much less 

generous deal. Too late in the day, the British proposed the ‘Aramco’ 

terms. But, by early 1951, Iranian politics were being convulsed by 

the fierce nationalist rhetoric of Mohamed Mussadiq and the struggle 

for power between the youthful shah and his opponents, including the 

Tudeh, a mass radical party suspected of communist leanings.'*4 In this 

stormy climate, British interference and Anglo-Iranian’s greed became 

irresistible targets. At the end of April 1951, the Iranian Parliament 

nationalised the company, and on ro June the Iranian flag was raised 

over its main office in Abadan. 

The British were nonplussed. They considered and rejected a 

familiar strategy: the occupation of Southwest Iran where Teheran’s 

authority had always been weak. Without the Indian army, said the 

Chiefs of Staff sorrowfully, Britain lacked the military means to carry 

this out.!25 They thought about occupying Abadan Island, where the 

refinery stood. But this Attlee vetoed, knowing that Washington was 

fiercely opposed to military action against which the Soviet Union might 

riposte in the north of Iran. ‘We could not afford a break with the United 

States on an issue of this kind’, recorded the Cabinet minutes.'*° So the 

grand British concession closed down with a whimper. On 4 October 

1951, the remaining British staff embarked on a cruiser and sailed away. 
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In Egypt and Iran, the British were thus caught in a vice. 

The logic of their economic and geopolitical position had deepened 

their dependence upon their Middle East ‘assets’. Far from slackening 

their ties with this turbulent region, they were determined to integrate 

its strategic and commercial resources much more closely into their 

post-war world-system, even while they acknowledged that Britain’s 

own strength was, at least temporarily, in relative decline. The British 

largely hid from themselves the inconvenient truth that the burden they 

imposed upon Middle East polities was actually growing at a time when 

those polities were under intense social and political strain. Hence the 

unpredictable force of local nationalist feeling, as well as the growing 

American presence and the looming shadow of Soviet military power, 

heightened the risks and anxieties of this half-concealed ‘forward move- 

ment’. By October 1951, visibly in Iran, not much less so in Egypt, it 

had been stopped in its tracks. 

The second great sphere was in Britain’s tropical empire, for 

long the poor relation of the imperial system. Shoe-string budgets and 

skeletal government had been the lot of most tropical colonies, espe- 

cially during the depression years when their economies shrank. The 

war and its aftermath transformed their place in the imperial structure. 

Their potential value to the imperial centre now began to be recog- 

nised. And the war had driven home the lesson (robustly pointed out 

by Margery Perham in 1942) that, without a more pro-active approach 

by their rulers, many colonial territories would become tropical ‘East 

Ends’ with impoverished, disaffected populations, troublesome to gov- 

ern and an economic liability. An energetic expansion of the colonial 

state was thus on the cards.'*7 What made it more urgent was the dawn- 

ing realisation that tropical produce (cocoa, groundnuts, coffee, rubber) 

and minerals (tin and copper especially) from the ‘crown colony’ empire 

could provide a large dollar income and contribute significantly to the 

urgent recovery of the sterling economy. By 1948, it was estimated that 

the colonies were earning $600 million a year, with a net surplus of 

$200 million for the sterling area dollar-pool. Since this was enough to 

cover the dollar deficit of the self-governing countries of the overseas 

sterling area (i.e. excluding Britain), its contribution to the smooth- 

ness and cohesion of the sterling area’s working relations was highly 

significant. But there were bound to be costs. To raise local produc- 

tion, the colonial state had to become (compared with its past) almost 

hyperactive. It would need to discard the allies that had served it in the 
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age of immobility and seek new friends who would grasp the advan- 

tage of rapid development, not least to themselves. Local administration 

would need reforming to give them a voice. Advisers and experts would 

descend on the countryside: imposing new rules (against overstocking 

or deforestation); attacking diseases (like cocoa ‘swollen shoot’ where 

the trees were cut down); or commandeering labour (for anti-erosion 

activity). And, because colonial incomes could not be allowed to grow 

quickly (to prevent inflation and conserve the dollars), the colonial 

state would become an economic leviathan, setting prices and wages 

wherever it could. The tropical colonies were to be integrated forcibly 

into the sterling economy on terms not of their choosing, but, it was 

claimed, to their considerable benefit. What has aptly been called the 

‘second colonial occupation’ was the most self-confident face of the 

fourth British empire. 

But, almost immediately, there were signs that the colonial gov- 

ernments were badly under-engined for their demanding new role. They 

lacked the intelligence, the financial incentives and above all the man- 

power to assert their power over what had hitherto been very lightly 

ruled hinterlands. In the Gold Coast (modern Ghana), this opened the 

space for a mass movement of protest, when a breakaway group of 

coast politicians, led by Kwame Nkrumah, began to mobilise growing 

discontent against the government’s rural reforms. In February 1951, 

under the slogan of ‘Self-Government Now’, Nkrumah’s Convention 

People’s Party made ‘practically a clean sweep’ in the elections to the 

new local legislature created to conciliate ‘moderate opinion’.'*° In 

Kenya, where the colonial government relied on its old chiefly allies 

to force through a programme for better land husbandry, the result 

was a spiral of increasingly violent social conflict among the Kikuyu, 

the main ethnic group in the central highlands. What became known 

as Mau Mau - the spread of ‘oathing’, urban militancy and agrarian 

terror — was already well established long before London agreed to 

a state of emergency in October 1952.'*? The crisis came earlier in 

Malaya, where British rule had been demolished by the Japanese con- 

quest. Here the colonial state had to be rebuilt, so London insisted, 

on more robust lines. Singapore would remain the great centre of 

British power in the East, Malaya its outwork and economic annexe. A 

Malayan Union giving more power to the colonial centre would unite 

the ramshackle ‘Federated’ and ‘Unfederated’ states of the pre-war era 

with the old ‘Straits Settlements’, the four crown colony enclaves of 
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which Singapore was the largest. The revived colonial state would 

extend its control into the forested hinterland, and over the labour 

force of the mines and plantations whose ‘discipline’ had broken down 

in the occupation period. In fact, ‘Union’ was abandoned in the face 

of the angry reaction of the Malay elite, who feared that including 

Singapore would give the Chinese a predominant voice in the new 

Malaya. Singapore stayed separate and Malay feelings were soothed. 

But, in the Chinese community (in both Singapore and Malaya), the 

effects of occupation and of civil war in China deepened social divi- 

sions, and the appeal of communism. When the colonial government 

entered the fray to check rural squatting and labour militancy, violence 

soon spread.'3° In June 1948, the British declared a state of emergency, 

to protect the white planters and safeguard the dollar earnings from 

rubber and tin which London valued so highly. It was to take more 

than five years before they broke the back of the communist-led insur- 

rection. In Malaya, the British were willing to make a huge effort to 

protect what they saw as an economic resource and a prime strategic 

asset. But, here, as in the Gold Coast and Kenya, it soon became clear 

that the colonial state had become much more dependent on the local 

indigenous elite. The imperial initiative had run out of steam. 

Test of Empire, 1951-1952 

In its six years of office from July 1945 until October 1951, the Labour 

government had followed a remarkably consistent external policy. Its 

aim had been to protect British independence in Europe, where it seemed 

to be threatened by Soviet expansion, as well as British power in the 

world. It was no less committed to regaining Britain’s old place in world 

trade as the best guarantee of domestic prosperity and restored living 

standards. It pursued these objectives by what seemed the logical means. 

It sought to engage the United States as fully as possible in the defence 

of Western Europe, recognising that Britain, even with its Empire and 

Commonwealth behind it, could not hope to hold out against a Soviet 

onslaught in another world war. It hoped to deter a further Soviet 

advance partly by alliance diplomacy in Europe (‘Western European 

Union’) and partly by digging in on the Soviet flank in the Middle 

East. After the dramatic upset of the convertibility crisis in July-August 

1947, it vowed to defend the sterling economy by exchange control 



561 / The price of survival, 1943-1951 

and commercial restriction until London’s reserves of dollars and gold 

were sufficient to meet the pound’s post-war liabilities and restore the 

City toits premier place in global finance. It was committed, in short, 

to building a new British world-system, not as grand perhaps as its 

pre-war model, but more dirigiste, more development-minded and, up 

to a point, more democratic. 

In retrospect, this might be seen as a quixotic endeavour to turn 

back a tide that had set irrevocably against European empires in gen- 

eral and Britain’s in particular. In fact, the Labour leaders behaved with 

what they clearly regarded as tough-minded pragmatism. They accepted 

the need to let India go quickly lest it drag them into a vast communal 

conflict. They abandoned Burma as ungovernable and made almost no 

effort to dissuade its new rulers from leaving the Commonwealth. They 

acknowledged the claim of Ceylon’s Sinhalese elite to swift indepen- 

dence and endorsed the claim of the Commonwealth Secretary that ‘if 

we treat them strictly as a[n] [independent] dominion, they will behave 

very like a loyal colony.’'3' They made little fuss when the Irish Free 

State became the Irish Republic, preferring a bilateral agreement to the 

tattered remains of the crown connection to protect British interests. 

They threw up the Palestine mandate and simply withdrew rather than 

enforce a partition that would further damage their relations with the 

Arab states. On the other hand, they were also determined to hold the 

Commonwealth together and get the help of the self-governing domin- 

ions in the defence of sterling — by forceful methods if necessary. They 

were ready to modify what was widely regarded as its main source of 

cohesion to mitigate the effects of the end of the Raj and retain the 

friendship of India. After their initial attempt to win Egyptian agree- 

ment to a new defence treaty by the drastic reduction of their military 

presence, they showed a stubborn refusal to give up British rights to use 

Egypt as a vast military base in the event of a new war. And, across the 

wide expanse of their tropical empire, they demanded economic and 

political change on a scale and at a speed that seemed likely to test the 

colonial state to the point of destruction. 

After April 1949 and the signing of the North Atlantic treaty, 

with its promise of American help in the defence of Western Europe, 

Attlee and Bevin could have been forgiven for thinking that they had 

turned the main corner. Their aim, after all, was to preserve British 

power as a ‘third force’ in world affairs, in alliance with America to 

contain Soviet aggression, but not subordinate to it. Just as they hoped 
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to restore sterling to something like parity with the dollar as a trading 

currency, they thought that a modified British world-system, with its 

treaty relations, Commonwealth links, informal connections and far- 

flung network of bases, would secure Britain’s status as America’s all 

but co-equal in the Western alliance. They looked forward to the easing 

of Cold War tensions and the demands they had made on the British 

economy. What remained of these hopes was largely demolished in the 

course of 1951-2 by the seismic consequences of the Korean War and 

the delayed after-shocks of the Palestine conflict. 

1950 had been a good year for the British economy and the 

sterling area. With the balance of payments back in surplus and the 

easing of the dollar deficit, Marshall Aid was suspended. The sterling 

area, the Chancellor of the Exchequer told his Australian counterpart, 

was stronger than at any time since the war.'3* But, he warned, it 

was a ‘darkening picture’. The darkest cloud was the huge increase 

in Britain’s defence spending, the price Britain must pay, so the Attlee 

government argued, to maintain the American commitment to Europe’s 

defence at a time when East Asia had become Washington’s most urgent 

priority. The defence budget was raised to the enormous figure of 

£4.7 billion over three years, doubling the level of 1948-9, and threat- 

ening to consume more than ro per cent — perhaps even 14 per cent — of 

output. Almost at once a vicious circle set in. The price of dollar goods 

rose just as rearmament made them more necessary. British produc- 

tion was diverted from overseas exports and dollar-earning activity. 

Britain’s dollar reserves, the key to sterling’s revival as a convertible 

currency, began to dwindle rapidly. Even in March 1951, before the 

crisis really set in, they stood at only one-third of the 1938 figure.'33 

Between June 1951 and March 1952, they fell by half. By October, 

the incoming Conservative government was engulfed in a full-blown 

sterling crisis, the third in six years. At an emergency meeting of Com- 

monwealth finance ministers in January 1952, an urgent programme of 

dollar-saving was agreed. 

Sterling recovered and staggered on to achieve convertible sta- 

tus in the (briefly) easier conditions of 1958. But the 1951 crisis was 

a real turning point. It offered stark evidence that the closed sterling 

economy could not be the springboard to the pound’s full recovery as 

a world ‘master-currency’ or London’s revival in global finance. The 

pound’s credibility was badly damaged in Europe. Nor was it possible 

to prevent the leakage of sterling as dollars were bought by indirect 
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methods. We have reached a ‘dead end’, concluded a secret report 

in the Bank of England.'34 The draft communiqué of the Common- 

wealth finance ministers in January 1952 acknowledged the core of 

the problem."35 Sterling could only rebuild its old status and be safely 

convertible if London’s reserves were restored to pre-war levels. That 

would require an enormous effort to increase trade and earn more dol- 

lars. But this could only be done if more investment was raised and if 

the sterling countries gained better access to the goods and capital of 

the dollar economies. Britain alone could not provide the development 

capital that was needed to improve the productiveness of its sterling 

area partners. Indeed, much of what it did send abroad was not the 

result of domestic saving but capital brought back from non-sterling 

countries (like Argentina).'3° As a result, investment (in Australia) was 

‘incredibly and worryingly low’.*37 The finance ministers agreed that 

capital had to be sought from outside the sterling area, but, as the 

Australian ministers gloomily noted, it was hard to attract while ster- 

ling remained a ‘soft’ currency. And so the circle was closed. It was 

hard to escape the conclusion that its long convalescence had prepared 

Britain’s commercial empire — the central pillar of British strength in the 

world — not for rejuvenation but for premature senility. 

At almost exactly the same moment, the same wasting dis- 

ease became painfully visible at the heart of Britain’s Middle Eastern 

imperium. As we have seen, quite apart from the value of the Suez Canal 

Zone as the main base from which Britain’s regional presence could be 

supplied and reinforced in time of war, and the need to use Egyptian 

resources and assets outside the Canal Zone, the Anglo-Egyptian rela- 

tionship remained the centrepiece of Britain’s Middle East influence. 

It was hard to imagine how that could survive the defection of Egypt 

from the British connection. That was why the British were so anxious 

to reconcile Cairo to their military claims. But they remained surpris- 

ingly confident that they could sit out the storm in the short term at 

least. In the last resort, or so they assumed, they could seal off the 

Canal Zone and send troops into Cairo and Alexandria to protect their 

citizens and enforce a change of government. But, between October 

1951 and January 1952, a revolution took place in Anglo-Egyptian 

relations. 

It was triggered by the treaty abrogation that Nahas had 

announced. At first, the British were tempted to dismiss it as simply 

‘hot air’. But it soon became clear that something much more than an 



564 / ‘The great liner is sinking’ 

empty gesture had happened. Egyptian labour disappeared from the 

Canal Zone. The police became hostile.'3* British soldiers began to be 

murdered. The Canal Zone, remarked the Middle East Office in Cairo, 

‘can no longer be considered a base for the defence of the Middle East, 

having lost its wider operational potential’.t3? The British cast around 

for remedial measures. Reinforcements were sent out to Cyprus, but, 

since the strategic reserve in Britain was already exhausted, flooding the 

Canal Zone with troops was not a viable option. Financial sanctions 

against Egypt were considered and rejected.'4° Sealing off the Canal 

Zone under a military government would impose administrative com- 

plications that were ‘almost intolerable’, said the Chiefs of Staff.*4? 

Instead, the local commander-in-chief was empowered to disarm the 

troublesome Egyptian police. Then came disaster. At Ismailia on the 

Canal, on 25 January 1952, the British stormed the police station, 

killing more than forty Egyptians. The next day, in Cairo, there were 

violent anti-British disturbances in which British civilians were killed 

and British property wrecked including the famous Shepheard’s Hotel. 

The British had long had a plan in case of such an event. Operation 

‘Rodeo’ would bring British troops from the Canal Zone to the city. But 

now the generals held back. They could not be sure to keep the Canal 

Zone secure and have an adequate force to make ‘Rodeo’ work. For 

two things had changed. The first was the rise of a popular nationalism, 

a form of mass opposition that the British had not faced since 1919. 

The second was the risk of a clash with the Egyptian army, on whose 

tacit acquiescence the British had always previously counted. The imme- 

diate crisis blew over; Nahas was dismissed by Farouk; the desultory 

talks were resumed. But, almost unnoticed, the armed strength that had 

underlain British influence in Egypt since 1882, and which had given 

the Residency its ‘whisper behind the throne’, was melting away. The 

decolonisation of Egypt that Nasser completed was now under way. 

‘Thinking over our difficulties in Egypt’, remarked a senior For- 

eign Office official, ‘it seems to me that the essential difficulty arises from 

the very obvious fact that we lack power. The Egyptians know this, and 

that accounts for their intransigence.’'4* The ‘basic and fundamental 

aim of British policy’, he went on, ‘is to build up our lost power. Once 

we despair of doing so, we shall never attain this aim.’ It was a lapidary 

comment on the British dilemma: ‘We are not strong enough to carry 

out the policies needed if we are to retain our position in the world; if 

we show weakness, our position in the world diminishes.’'43 Until the 
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double crisis over Egypt and sterling, it had been possible to think that, 

by subtle diplomacy, Spartan economics, and the vigorous deployment 

of Britain’s imperial ‘assets’, Britain would regain its old position as 

an independent centre of world power. But the crippling weakness at 

the core of their post-war system had now been revealed, with little 

hope of relief. Without a strong sterling economy or the great power 

leverage conferred by their Middle Eastern imperium, the British claim 

to world power would look threadbare indeed. The huge expansion of 

the Cold War conflict that Korea had signalled sealed their geopolitical 

fate. It marked the final arrival of the bipolar world that had advanced 

in stages since 1943. It meant that British dependence on American 

power would not lessen but grow. It forced British policy into a stance 

both defensive and brittle, and driven more and more by the search 

for prestige. After 1951, the best they could hope for was to be the 

third world power: within a few years, they had become something 

different — a power in the third world. 



1 3 THE THIRD WORLD POWER, 
1951-1959 

An empire of influence 

As the economic crisis unleashed by the Korean War and the strain of 

rearmament began to intensify, a new government came to power in 

London. It was headed by the indomitable Churchill, now seeking to 

crown his career by a summit conference with Stalin to end the Cold 

War — a plan regarded coldly in Washington and by his own Foreign 

Office. The Conservative party had won the election under a populist 

banner — ‘Set the people free!’ — that decried the bureaucratic auster- 

ity of the Labour regime. Rationing was indeed abandoned in 1954, 

and Labour’s late nationalisation of the steel industry reversed. But 

there was no major departure from the domestic priorities of the previ- 

ous government. Full employment remained at the centre of economic 

policy. The welfare state, its social corollary, was politically sacrosanct: 

indeed, one of its main Conservative architects, R. A. Butler, was Chan- 

cellor of the Exchequer from 1951 to 1955. The tax system was left 

much as it was.’ No great ideological shift separated the two phases of 

British post-war politics between 1945 and 1963, even if over particu- 

lar issues (like the Suez crisis or entry into the Common Market) there 

was sometimes a wide gap between the two major parties. 

In their approach to the management of British world power 

and what remained of Britain’s world-system, Churchill and his col- 

leagues displayed what might be called a limited pragmatism. The 

senior ministers — Churchill himself, Anthony Eden (the new Foreign 

Secretary), Lord Salisbury, Lord Swinton (who became Secretary of 

State for Commonwealth Relations in 1952), Oliver Lyttelton (Colonial 
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Secretary) — had direct experience of the crushing burden of war on 

British prestige and resources. They knew at first hand how the aston- 

ishing scale of American wealth had tipped the balance of power in 

Anglo-American relations. Lyttelton had been Minister of Production 

in the second half of the war; as Minister of Civil Aviation, Swinton 

had struggled to defend Britain’s imperial air routes against American 

demands for the ‘open skies’. Coming to power amid the third great 

crisis of the British economy in six years of peace, they had good rea- 

son to think that Britain’s commitments must be brought more into 

balance with its available strength. They were also bombarded with 

their officials’ advice: a litany of warnings about the ever-growing con- 

straints of economic weakness, ‘Asiatic’ nationalism, and the demands 

of Cold War. Churchill himself played an ambivalent role. His impul- 

siveness and unpredictability alternately enraged and intimidated his 

cabinet colleagues and drove Eden, his ‘crown prince’, to ineffectual 

despair. “The fact is’, said Lord Salisbury, ‘the PM is much tougher 

than Anthony.’ Churchill’s instincts were to conserve British energy 

(by ending the Cold War) but also maintain British imperial claims by 

outright force if need be (his view about Egypt). The question of when 

he would go (or die) hung over his government like a fog. His extraor- 

dinary position and the intrigues of the Churchillian ‘court’ made the 

task of decision in any area that attracted his interest one of exceptional 

difficulty. 

It would be a mistake to suppose that Churchill’s ‘die hardism’ 

frustrated every new policy, and wrong to assume that Churchillian 

reaction was the primary obstacle to more radical thinking about 

Britain’s place in the world. His colleagues believed that better man- 

agement was the key to reducing the strain on a hard-pressed economy. 

They did not draw too dramatic a conclusion from the crisis conditions 

in which they had come into office. They still thought in terms of a 

British world-system, necessarily modified in methods and scope, but 

still recognisably global in reach. Behind this ‘conservative’ outlook lay 

three connected assumptions. First, in common with most ‘informed’ 

opinion across the whole Western world, they still drew a distinction 

between the political capacities of whites and non-whites. The indepen- 

dence of India, Burma and Ceylon (Sri Lanka), the resurgence of China 

under Kuomintang and then Communist rule, and the popular appeal 

of Arab nationalist movements wrung a grudging acceptance that 

‘Asiatic nationalism’ was a force to be reckoned with. They accepted 
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that confrontation with it was counter-productive and futile. But they 

were instinctively sceptical about how far such nationalism (or its 

communist variant) could build a modern nation-state. They thought 

that the challenge facing Asia’s nationalist leaders was how to shrug 

off obsolete anti-colonial attitudes and acknowledge their dependence 

upon Western know-how and cash as the means to transform their 

backward economies. The danger they feared was that by bad luck or 

bad judgment the West might alienate the new Asian states, delay their 

transition to ‘moderation’ and ‘realism’, or even drive them like China 

into the communist bloc. British imperial power, on this view of the 

world, still had a large role to play in the transformation of Asia — in the 

Middle East and Southeast Asia especially. In Africa, where national- 

ism lagged far behind Asia in its mobilising potential, that role seemed 

likely to loom a lot larger. Here, the nationalist leaders (or so it was 

hoped) could be kept at a safe distance from the virus of Marxism, and 

coached in the arts of modern state management before being allowed 

to drive on their own. In its African version, the empire of influence 

would last a lot longer and compromise a lot less. 

Their second assumption also seemed to be vindicated by the 

course of events since the end of the war. It was that the world would 

remain divided between great rival blocs and between international 

groupings that were actually empires or closely resembled them. Sur- 

vival outside them would be short-lived and risky. The successor-states 

of empire in the Middle East and Asia would be targets of subversion, 

and would be forced to choose between rival great power protectors 

sooner or later. It was in this context that British leaders found Indian 

criticism of their colonial policies particularly irritating, although it 

seemed to be driven in part by New Delhi’s special concern for the 

rights of Indian communities in African and other colonial territories.3 

Nehru’s public support for the Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya brought 

a strong private protest. It was only gradually that the defects of this 

geopolitical outlook began to be seen. In 1955, at the Bandung ‘Asian- 

African’ conference (to which colonial leaders were invited), Nehru 

and Sukarno, the Indonesian prime minister, urged ‘non-alignment’ 

for Afro-Asian states, rejecting association with either the West or the 

Soviet bloc, and calling for the swift end of colonial rule.4 By the mid- 

19508, the United Nations was becoming the forum where post-colonial 

states could make common cause, and mount a propaganda offensive 

against the remaining colonial powers. This trend was dramatically 
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strengthened by the Suez crisis in 1956 after which Britain became for 

many ex-colonial states ‘Public Enemy Number One’.5 

‘Their third assumption was also subject to rapid erosion as 

the decade proceeded. But, in 1951-2, it was still possible for senior 

ministers to take satisfaction in the moral reputation of British colonial 

rule and of British foreign policy generally. This strengthened their 

resistance to calls for a more rapid contraction of Britain’s imperial 

role and deepened their confidence that ex-colonial states would want a 

special relationship with their former imperial master. Indeed, Britain’s 

adherence to a broadly liberal ideology, newly infused with post-war 

social democracy, seemed likely to make it a more ‘attractive’ great 

power in certain respects than the United States, the seat of red-blooded 

capitalism and race segregation. British policy-makers liked to contrast 

their tactful handling of the new Asian states (especially India) with 

what they saw as Washington’s ham-handed treatment of post-colonial 

sensitivities. Where hubris led, nemesis followed. 

There was, even so, a considerable sense of urgency in the 

crisis conditions of 1951. There was little disagreement in principle 

that Britain must cut its overseas costs, and find a new equilibrium in 

those countries and regions where its power and influence had come 

under challenge. Economic and technological change had transformed 

the conditions in which British world power had been made. ‘I believe’, 

the new Colonial Secretary told his Cabinet colleagues on his return 

from Malaya, 

that the ever-improving communications of our century - 

Singapore will soon be less than twenty-four hours by 

Comet from London — the rapidity with which news and 

propaganda can now be spread, and above all the 

increasing education and literacy of all people make it 

impossible to hold any other policy than the creation 

of new Dominions, self-governing but part of the 

Commonwealth owing allegiance to the Crown... Fifty 

million islanders shorn of so much of their economic power 

can no longer by themselves expect to hold dominion over 

palm and pine on the nineteenth century model of power 

and paternalism which made us the greatest nation in the 

world. We may regain our pinnacle of fame and power by 

the pursuit of this new policy.® 
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In much the same spirit, he pressed ahead with the rapid development 

of self-government in the Gold Coast (modern Ghana) under way since 

1948, and persuaded the Cabinet in February 1952 that Nkrumah, 

the ‘leader of government business’ in its legislative assembly, should 

be allowed the title of ‘prime minister’.7 To his ministerial colleagues, 

Lyttelton sometimes struck a pose of reluctant consent to the force 

majeure of events. But, in both the Gold Coast and Nigeria, he 

endorsed expectations of a steady advance to independence. ‘It has 

been the expressed intention of successive... governments’, he declared 

in September 1953, 

to help the Colonies to attain self-government within the 

Commonwealth. The timing and method of attaining this 

objective must vary from one territory to another; but the 

Gold Coast, with no racial problem, considerable natural 

wealth and a popular African Government... is offering 

... enough evidence of ability to manage its own affairs to 

deprive [us] of any justification for refusing this request.® 

What mattered was to devise a political system robust enough to sur- 

vive the strains of independence and to manoeuvre the local politi- 

cians into accepting it. This approach was even more obvious in the 

case of Nigeria where the 1951 constitution, designed to promote the 

gradual emergence of a unified state out of the political fragments of 

the inter-war regime of indirect rule, broke down almost immediately. 

There was no question of falling back on coercion. Here, too, Lyttelton 

licensed a major concession. The three regional governments — North, 

East and West — were to get self-government by 1956, with the implicit 

suggestion that independence for a federal Nigeria would follow soon 

after.? The main concern in British policy was to prevent the Muslim 

North, where popular nationalism was far less in evidence than it was 

in the South, from going its own way. As in the Gold Coast (and in 

Malaya), Lyttelton’s aim was the creation of ‘new Dominions’, inde- 

pendent and sovereign, but bound in reality to follow the lead of the 

‘Mother-Country’. 

Of course, there were plenty of colonies where promoting self- 

government raised many more difficulties. In East Africa, British policy- 

makers were attracted to the idea of federating Kenya, Tanganyika (a 

United Nations trust territory) and Uganda, partly because they thought 

that a federation would hasten economic development, partly because 
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they hoped it would diffuse settler anxieties in Kenya (where settler 

opinion was vocal and organised) and Tanganyika. They certainly 

expected that political progress in East Africa would be much more 

leisurely than it was in the West African colonies, and the outbreak 

of Kenya’s Mau Mau rebellion in 1952 seemed to confirm this. Yet, 

even in Kenya, which, said its governor, ‘is and will remain an excep- 

tionally explosive country’,'® Lyttelton supported the move towards 

greater local self-rule and the sharing of power between settlers and 

Asians, to be extended in time to Africans as well. It was the only 

way, the governor argued, to break down the ‘opposition mentality’ 

from which the whites seemed to suffer and make government work 

better. In the British Caribbean, London had long favoured federation 

as the only practicable framework through which a group of small and 

impoverished territories could achieve greater self-rule and increased 

prosperity. In the early 1950s, it was anxious to ‘manage’ the con- 

stitutional progress of the larger islands like Jamaica, Trinidad and 

Barbados in ways that would not foreclose the larger objective of a 

West Indies Federation — a difficult and ultimately futile endeavour. 

In Malaya, where the worst of the communist insurrection was over 

by 1953, British policy was similarly dominated by two interlocking 

objectives. In Malaya itself, they were eager to encourage the forma- 

tion of multiracial parties and break down the communal antagonism 

of Malays and Chinese. The promise of staged self-government was the 

carrot they offered. But they were also determined that Malaya should 

be part of a larger federal dominion embracing Singapore and the 

Borneo territories (Sarawak and British North Borneo), as a durable 

vehicle for British influence and interests in the post-colonial era." 

The larger issue was how that influence could be maintained in 

ex-colonial territories. Lyttelton had talked of retaining their allegiance 

to the Crown. The notion that Commonwealth membership would act 

as the key source of solidarity between Britain and the post-colonial 

states had already been aired during the Labour government. But, after 

1951, it assumed much greater importance as the prospect of self- 

government in West Africa, the Caribbean and Southeast Asia loomed 

larger. In the Churchill government there was more than a little unease 

about the effects of ‘admitting’ new African and Asian members into 

what was still mainly a white dominions’ club, in which India, Pakistan 

and Ceylon still formed a minority. Lord Swinton especially worried 

that the intimacy between Britain and the ‘old dominions’, already 

under pressure from the new Asian members, would fray to breaking 
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point once the Commonwealth became an association mainly composed 

of Afro-Asian ex-colonies.'* Yet it was really on the support of the ‘old’ 

members that Britain would have to rely in the event (still not improb- 

able) of a third world war. One solution proposed was to create two 

grades of members: in effect an ‘old’ and a ‘new’ Commonwealth. The 

arguments rattled through Whitehall in 1953 and 1954. The clinching 

objection was that a two-tier Commonwealth would fail to achieve the 

primary purpose of the whole Commonwealth system. It would anger 

and alienate the ex-colonial territories where pro-British feeling was 

weakest, and where the prestige of ‘full? Commonwealth membership 

was the most promising way of maintaining the British connection. 

To this, Swinton bowed." In reality, of course, a pragmatic distinc- 

tion was made between those Commonwealth countries with whom 

Britain worked closely in defence and intelligence, and those outside 

the magic circle of old friends. Meanwhile, the Commonwealth idea 

became more and more central to British hopes of upholding their sta- 

tus as the third world power, comparable to — if certainly weaker than — 

the two superpowers, but clearly different in stature from any other 

great power. ‘Were the United Kingdom to stand by herself’, remarked 

a departmental memorandum in June 1956, ‘her importance would still 

be great, but immensely less than it is while she remains the centre of 

the Commonwealth’."4 Britain’s ‘authority and influence will continue, 

in an increasing degree as its rivals grow in strength and power, to 

derive from its headship of, or association with, the world-wide group 

of States that compose the Commonwealth’.'5 

It could be objected, of course, that this was so much pie in 

the sky if Britain itself were to be drastically weakened by economic 

exhaustion or geopolitical crisis, or if the pace of change in the colo- 

nial world got out of control. Churchill’s obsession with promoting a 

summit conference with Stalin and (after his death in 1953) his succes- 

sors worried his colleagues, unnerved the Foreign Office and annoyed 

the Americans.'® It was rooted in Churchill’s belief that his personal 

influence could achieve the breakthrough to a real European peace and 

end the Cold War. But it also reflected his deep sense of foreboding at 

the effects on Britain and British world power of a prolonged ‘armed 

peace’. As much as, if not more than, his Cabinet colleagues, Churchill 

was conscious of the limits of Britain’s material strength and the vital 

importance of economic recovery, on which the huge burden of defence 

spending (around 8 per cent of GDP in 1952) hung like an albatross. 

Continued Cold War would drive Britain deeper into dependence on 
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America. Even more worrying was the risk that the American will to 

confront communist power would set off a crisis that could not be 

stopped. There could be no illusion that either British world power, 

or even Britain itself, could survive a third world war in the twentieth 

century. 

In fact, the failure of summitry did not prevent an easing of the 

tensions that had made Attlee’s rearmament programme seem so urgent 

in 1951. Meanwhile, British leaders drew comfort from the powerful 

advantages that Britain’s geopolitical position still seemed to confer. 

Despite a niggling sense of American rivalry, they enjoyed Washing- 

ton’s general backing for their Middle East policies, and their effort to 

keep Britain’s regional primacy there. American antipathy to European 

colonialism had already been modified by the fear that the over-hasty 

demolition of European rule would open the door not to West-leaning 

nationalism but an East-leaning Marxism. The growing intensity of 

Cold War competition by 1950 and ever heavier emphasis on the sup- 

ply of strategic materials strengthened the case for keeping key colonial 

producers under politically reliable management. The Belgian Congo 

supplied more than 50 per cent of the ‘free world’s’ uranium (all of 

it destined for the United States) and 75 per cent of its cobalt. Even 

Fortune magazine, mouthpiece of American big business, choked back 

its dislike of the Belgian cartels that controlled the Congo’s economy 

in light of these facts.'7 Even the French, on whose colonial methods 

Franklin D. Roosevelt had once lavished his vitriol, enjoyed the support 

and extensive largesse of the American government in their Vietnamese 

war. There was good reason to think that Britain’s contribution to 

global ‘containment’ would earn Washington’s goodwill for as long as 

the Soviet threat lasted. 

Thus London could hope for far greater leverage in Washington 

than any other Western country. It could also exploit its special position 

in Europe. This was not just a matter of being (for the moment) eco- 

nomically stronger than other European countries. It derived in great 

part from the deep rift of mistrust between France and West Germany, 

and French opposition to the rearming of Germany or the German 

admission to NATO. So long as this rift lasted, France was bound to 

look to Britain as its most reliable ally: after all, the Germans might 

be bribed into pro-Soviet neutrality; and American willingness to pay 

the full price of keeping France free could never be more than a matter 

of faith. But British self-interest bound them to France against both 

the Soviet threat and the danger of German aggrandisement. It was the 
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British undertaking (in the Paris agreement of 1954) to keep 50,000 

men in West Germany (the ‘British Army of the Rhine’) that cleared 

the logjam and won French agreement to recruiting a West German 

army, the vital reinforcement of NATO that Washington wanted. The 

British were the key (or so it appeared) to the internal solidarity of 

the West European members of NATO. Their blessing was needed (or 

so it appeared) for any West European project. Their cooperation was 

vital if the United States was to manage its cumbrous European com- 

mitments alongside its burdens in Northeast and Southeast Asia and in 

Latin America. 

Finally, the British could take some satisfaction, in the early 

1950s at least, from the fact that their colonial empire was still little 

exposed to direct assault from outside. Hong Kong was perhaps the 

greatest exception. Elsewhere, for the most part, it was the risk of 

internal subversion that threatened colonial authority and the efforts to 

orchestrate colonial politics. Nor had their colonial power yet become 

the embarrassing archaism that it later appeared. The British could 

point to the French, the Portuguese and the Belgians as practitioners of 

colonialisms far less liberal than their own, and far less likely to lead 

to the self-governing nation-states, the ideal form of polity enshrined 

in the Charter of the United Nations. Much effort was expended in the 

reinvention of empire as the preparatory school for colonial adulthood, 

finally recognised with the key to the door — sovereign membership of 

the (British) Commonwealth. 

These aims and plans belonged to the world of ‘high’ policy- 

making: they drew on the products of a Realpolitik calculus. But how 

far were they ‘viable’ in terms of public opinion? In Britain itself, the 

rough rule of thumb for working politicians remained much as it had 

been for decades. British opinion was largely indifferent to the detail 

of what happened in ‘remote corners’ of the Empire. But it could be 

quickly aroused by reports of the murder or mistreatment of other 

(white) Britons, and expected the smack of firm government to be felt 

by the miscreants. On the other hand, intervention that went wrong 

or produced heavy casualties for little return, would damage a gov- 

ernment’s prestige, perhaps very badly. It might be better in those 

cases to stage a rapid retreat from an untenable salient (like Pales- 

tine or Abadan) and hope that this would be seen as cool-headed 

restraint. As an index of attitudes the British newspaper market offered 

a very approximate guide. Of the daily papers, those leaning to the 
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Right (Daily Express, Daily Mail, Daily Sketch and Daily Telegraph) 

had a circulation (in 1956) of approximately 8.2 million; those to the 

Left (Daily Mirror, Daily Herald and News Chronicle) approximately 

7.2 million.t® Although it could not be assumed that this reflected the 

relative strength of opinion for or against the defence of empire, these 

figures gave some indication of the fine line to be trodden if it was 

to enjoy general backing at home. The more serious danger was that 

public opinion in general would become disillusioned by the cost (in 

lives and money) of fighting colonial insurrections; that the burden of 

world power on the domestic standard of living would grow unac- 

ceptably heavy; or that some shocking abuse of colonial rule would 

give the critics of empire (usually a vociferous but minority group"?) a 

chance to derail official policy and encourage its local opponents — those 

politicians who were labelled ‘extremists’ by the colonial authorities. 

In general, however, a revolt by public opinion seemed unlikely, and 

the counter-insurgencies in Malaya, Kenya and (after 1954) Cyprus 

were successfully portrayed as a fight against communism, terrorism 

and barbarism. 

British opinion was important, but so was opinion elsewhere in 

what was still meant to be Britain’s sphere of influence. In Australia, the 

sense of being a ‘British’ country was still very strong. Intense rivalry in 

cricket, periodic bursts of resentment over trading arrangements, irri- 

tation at London’s indifference to Australia’s regional defence and the 

knowledge that Australia now depended more upon American power 

for its national security had not erased the close identification with 

Britain’s fate and fortunes.*° Britain’s survival as a major world power 

and the centre of a global trading system still seemed emphatically in 

Australia’s interests. To most Australians, the stability of their own 

society and its cultural cohesion still seemed to derive mainly from its 

British origins and continuing ‘British’ character. As a small community 

of European stock on the maritime margins of Asia, the cultural life- 

line to Britain had always been important. The independence of India, 

Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Burma and Indonesia, and the political change 

impending elsewhere in Southeast Asia may have deepened the feel- 

ing of antipodean isolation, and increased the urgency of keeping the 

British connection. One measure of this continuing bond was the pat- 

tern of migration. Increasing Australia’s British-born population was 

government policy, and (white) British immigrants (a large proportion 

of them ‘assisted immigrants’) made up half the intake of newcomers 
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until the r960s.*! There was also a migration in the other direction as 

Australians came to Britain in substantial numbers to pursue education 

and seek career opportunities. The public stance of the Menzies gov- 

ernment (Menzies was prime minister from 1949 to 1966) of loyalty 

to Britain and devotion to the Crown (the Queen’s visit to Australia in 

1954 — the year after her coronation — was received with great pop- 

ular enthusiasm) thus largely reflected Australian feeling —- and the 

expectation that the British should continue to behave like an imperial 

people. 

Not surprisingly, perhaps, these attitudes were echoed with still 

greater vehemence across the Tasman Sea in New Zealand. There, the 

cool calculation of an expert committee at the end of the war that 

immigration from Britain was unnecessary** was overturned by ‘the 

clamour of public opinion’.23 The sense of dependence on the British 

market for New Zealand’s foodstuffs and wool was almost overwhelm- 

ing. Under the National party government of Sidney Holland, New 

Zealand’s place in a Britain-centred world was announced unequiv- 

ocally. ‘Where Britain goes, we go’, declared Holland’s press state- 

ment after the Commonwealth Finance Ministers Conference in early 

1952. ‘If Britain sinks, we are sunk... but neither of us will sink’, he 

added — perhaps a little hastily.*4 Like the Australians, New Zealanders 

expected the British to behave imperially, especially when it came to 

safeguarding the Suez route to the South Pacific. On the future of the 

Suez Canal, the New Zealand press was even more unbending than 

the Conservative diehards in Britain.*5 At the height of the Suez crisis 

in November 1956, Holland asked himself: ‘Do we want to be in a 

position where Britain will say, or even think, we sought their help 

and it was not forthcoming... ?’.*® His answer was no. Of course, 

there was scope for friction and disagreement, not least over the role 

of British-owned shipping companies in New Zealand’s trade.” But, in 

the Cold War climate, there were few parts of the ‘British world’ where 

London could hope for a more sympathetic hearing than in r9 50s New 

Zealand. 

In the other ‘old dominions’, public attitudes were less crys- 

talline. Canada ‘is no longer a British dominion trying to act like 

a nation’, said Fortune magazine approvingly in August 1952.7° Its 

population had risen by 20 per cent since 1940, its national product 

by 90 per cent while its foreign trade had tripled. The presumption 

remained deeply rooted that what made Canada Canada was its British 
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inheritance, in institutions particularly. Canada also continued to be a 

major destination for migrants from Britain. But, in communications, 

business and cultural life, the dominant influences now came up from 

the south. After the Second World War, Canada was integrated much 

more fully into a ‘continental’ economy. A huge tide of investment 

poured in from the United States to develop Canada’s natural resources: 

a huge stream of raw or semi-processed materials, especially minerals 

and wood-pulp, poured back in return. Canada’s “triangular trade” 

seems nearly done for’, crowed Fortune: now Canada had to pay for its 

American imports by exporting not to Europe (as before the war) but 

to the United States. Defending Canada against the effects of American 

mass culture came to seem urgent enough to prompt a ‘Royal Commis- 

sion on Arts, Letters and Sciences in Canada’ — a revealing designation. 

Perhaps the need to define a distinctively Canadian culture signalled 

the increasingly rapid decline of older British connections in the media, 

publishing and higher education. Canadian troops formed part of the 

‘Commonwealth’ division that fought in Korea and Canadian minis- 

ters took a prominent part in Commonwealth meetings. But Canadian 

opinion had far less reason than Australian or New Zealand to interest 

itself in Britain’s imperial problems in the Middle East or elsewhere, 

and was far less likely (as events were to prove) to give public support 

where that risked disagreement with the United States.*? 

South Africa was a paradox. After 1948, Afrikaner nationalism 

had strengthened its grip on the country. While the shift to republican 

status that had been a public goal of the National party for thirty years 

was quietly deferred, the right of ‘coloureds’ (i.e. persons of mixed 

race) to vote — a right confined to Cape Province and a relic of its 

‘colonial’ parliamentary system — was swept away amidst a fierce con- 

stitutional crisis. As the elements of what became the apartheid pol- 

icy (residential segregation, urban removals, formalised racial status, 

stricter labour controls, and prohibitions on political and social mix- 

ing) were gradually enforced, the volume of public disapproval from 

interested parties in Britain became far louder than before 1939. In 

their relations with London, however, the governments of Malan and 

Strijdom showed caution and pragmatism. The long-standing demand 

for the transfer of the ‘High Commission Territories’, Basutoland (now 

Lesotho), Bechuanaland (Botswana) and Swaziland, to South African 

control was kept in low key. In 1955, the Simonstown agreement ended 

British control over the naval base near Cape Town, but placed the 
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South African navy under the overall command of the Royal Navy 

in wartime.3° Meanwhile, British investment in South African min- 

ing and industrial companies continued to grow rapidly. Among the 

South African ‘English’, still around 40 per cent of whites, attach- 

ment to Britain remained strong, reinforced by disdain for Afrikaans 

(a ‘kitchen’ language) and for most Afrikaners, stereotyped as the dim 

‘Van der Merwe’ (a common Afrikaner surname) from the platteland 

or backblocks. By the mid-1950s, however, ‘English’ feeling was being 

cooled by resentment at the chorus of criticism from Britain aimed 

at apartheid and by the growing suspicion that British colonial policy 

elsewhere in Africa posed a threat to white supremacy. 

Elsewhere in their ‘system’, the British could draw comfort from 

what still seemed the malleability of colonial opinion in their Asian and 

African empire. Even in Kenya, where they faced the Mau Mau uprising 

and resorted to drastic measures to ‘rehabilitate’ those suspected of Mau 

Mau sympathies, they could rely on a much larger group of anti-Mau 

Mau ‘loyalists’.3 In Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) and Nyasaland 

(now Malawi), they dismissed African opposition to the making of a 

white-ruled federation as a temporary ebullition fomented by ‘extrem- 

ists’ and insisted that it would die away once federation’s material ben- 

efits were seen.3* Nor by the mid-1950s had London given up hope of 

Anglo-Indian friendship as Eden’s diplomacy at the 1954 Geneva con- 

ference revealed. Once the policy of colonial self-government was fully 

established, or so it was thought, much of the friction in Anglo-Indian 

relations would be soothed away. The one region of British influence 

where the prospects seemed gloomier (although not so gloomy as they 

later appeared) was the Middle East. 

This formed the context in which British governments tried to 

set their course through the 1950s. They were eager for detente to ease 

the strain on their overloaded economy. They were also determined to 

uphold if they could their regional pre-eminence among the Western 

European powers and check any change there that threatened their 

interests. They expected to enjoy a privileged status as Washington’s 

closest and most valuable ally in the evolving Cold War. They attached 

huge priority to rebuilding the strength of the sterling economy and 

restoring as much as they could of Britain’s old commercial role in the 

world. They were anxious to retain Britain’s Middle East imperium 

as much for the leverage it conferred geopolitically as for the access 

it promised to oil — rapidly replacing coal as the source of industrial 
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energy. And they were keen to reinforce Britain’s close relations with the 
‘old’ dominions — especially Australia and New Zealand — and, where 

they could, to build new ones. We can trace the faint outlines (however 

opaque) of a grand design. Britain would remain at the centre of an 

empire of both influence and identity, the head of a civic association (the 

Commonwealth) and a ‘British world’ held together in part by ethnic 

and cultural ties. But, as British leaders half-acknowledged, and as their 

advisers insisted, the fate of this ‘project’ depended almost entirely on 

forces that lay beyond Britain’s control. As the r950s unfolded, these 

were to turn London’s uphill struggle into a headlong descent. 

The sterling economy 

Any hope of restoring Britain’s pre-war position as the centre of an 

independent world-system was bound to turn on its economic perfor- 

mance. This was not just a question of achieving a surplus on the bal- 

ance of payments, and competing successfully in overseas markets, nor 

of attaining a steady improvement in the standard of living, depressed 

by the austerity of wartime and post-war conditions. Regaining the 

economic independence, commercial influence and relative wealth that 

Britain had enjoyed in 1938, let alone in 1913, was a much more 

demanding task. It required Britain to be free from external obligations 

and debts and the distorting effect these might have on its domestic 

economy. It meant reviving the capacity to be the prime source of over- 

seas borrowing for established clients among the developing countries 

(like Australia and South Africa) as well as some new ones. It implied 

the steady (re-)acquisition of those overseas assets that had contributed 

so much to past British wealth and security. It needed Britain to serve as 

an expanding market for overseas produce, both for domestic consump- 

tion and for re-export to other ‘end-users’ — its old entrepot function. 

For this to work smoothly, it was vital to have a freely convertible cur- 

rency that could be traded easily and which potential customers would 

be willing to hold. It also followed that Britain would have to supply in 

return a large portion of the manufactures wanted by its non-industrial 

partners if their commercial relations were not to become too unbal- 

anced. And, of course, the efficient working of this commercial system 

would depend (as it had in the past) upon a vast network of services: 

shipping, insurance, banking and merchanting. Largely managed from 
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London, these had been one of the most profitable elements of the 

pre-war ‘commercial empire’. 

It was a daunting list. But British leaders in the 1950s were 

determined to restore Britain as an economic great power, and to use 

its economic strength to preserve a wide sphere of influence and a world- 

power status. They were acutely conscious of the enormous scale of the 

American economy, which produced almost two-thirds of the world’s 

manufactured goods in the late 1940s. They expected the Soviet Union 

to become in time an advanced industrial power within its closed trad- 

ing bloc. They were aware of how quickly Germany was emerging from 

the economic abyss of the end of the war to compete with Britain in 

industrial exports. They hoped nevertheless to exploit Britain’s assets 

and its economic inheritance to construct a modified form of commer- 

cial empire to underpin the domestic economy and meet the overseas 

costs of a world-power role. It was a goal they pursued with gradually 

waning confidence until its futility overwhelmed them after 1960. 

The economic crisis of 1951-2 could be blamed in part on 

the huge rearmament programme on which the Attlee government had 

embarked. It was eased quite quickly by imposing strict controls on 

imported dollar goods, and by restraining domestic demand through 

higher interest rates. But it was a painful reminder that, after six years 

of recovery, the British economy was still very vulnerable to sudden 

fluctuations in overseas trade. The reserve of dollars and gold to meet 

any emergency was still desperately slim. Despite the huge effort to raise 

British merchandise exports well above their pre-war level, building a 

margin of safety in the balance of payments proved very hard. A key 

reason for this was the drastic reduction in overseas income and the 

corresponding huge rise in foreign obligations since 1939. In 1913, 

Britain’s net overseas assets (at £4 billion) had been nearly twice as 

large as its GDP.33 In the depressed 1930s, they had fallen just below 

the figure for GDP. But, in 1951, after wartime disinvestment and 

large-scale borrowing from other sterling area countries (incurring the 

so-called ‘sterling balances’), net overseas assets were actually negative: 

—0.05 per cent of GDP. In constant (1938) prices, they had declined 

from £7.3 billion in 1913, to £4.1 billion in 1937 to —£o.3 billion in 

1951. Income from abroad as a proportion of national production was 

one-sixth of what it had been in 1913. The huge foreign earnings that 

had helped keep Britain solvent and fund ever more foreign investment 

had largely vanished. So had the means to restore the huge foreign 
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portfolio sold off or mortgaged after 1940. In 1913, overseas assets 
accounted for over one-third of all British assets: in 1973, despite a 

wave of post-war investment, they stood at only 3 per cent.34 

But the picture was not an entirely bleak one. The British may 

have lagged far behind the United States in industrial production but 

they remained at the centre of a far-flung system of trade. In the early 

19508, about half the world’s trade was still transacted in sterling. 

Britain imported more foodstuffs and raw cotton than the United States. 

The Americans had built up their overseas assets to around $17 billion 

by 1950-perhaps a total no larger than Britain had held before 1939.35 

But nearly 70 per cent was concentrated in Canada and Latin America 

and both regulation and practice made lending difficult to many of those 

countries that had traditionally looked to London. The Soviet Union 

was not a foreign investor and showed (at first) little sign of offering 

economic aid to countries in the British ‘sphere’. The British hoped 

to restore the City’s role as the banker and financier of the develop- 

ing countries. They expected to profit from the surging demand for raw 

materials that had loomed so large in the post-war recovery. With much 

of the world’s high-value minerals in their colonial empire or in ‘sterling’ 

countries, and with other raw materials like cocoa and tin under their 

economic control, they looked well placed to profit from the general 

expansion of trade. With a large part of the world’s deep-sea shipping 

still British-owned, they could expect to earn a handsome dividend 

from supplying the services that kept commerce moving, just as they 

had before 1914. British merchant enterprise was still very active across 

much of the Afro-Asian world. Nor was it solely a matter of exploiting 

colonial windfalls or long-practised trades. Britain also seemed in the 

van of the new science-based economy. It had large investments in oil, 

the fuel of the future. Its large aerospace industry — partly the product 

of war — had built the world’s first jet airliner (the ill-fated Comet) to 

transform long-distance air travel. The post-war commitment to build- 

ing nuclear weapons promised economic advantages. With the opening 

of Calder Hall in 1956, the British pioneered the generation of electricity 

using nuclear power, an achievement revealed to an awed New Zealand 

prime minister.3° And, right through the decade, the British spent heav- 

ily on research and development (both civil and military), more heavily 

than any other Western country except the United States.37 

We shall see later on that few of these ‘assets’ yielded more 

than a modest return in the quest for economic revival. The immediate 
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task, which commanded a wide consensus in both Whitehall and the 

City, was to maintain and enhance the strength of the pound, and 

restore its position as a ‘top currency’: that is, a ‘top favourite for 

international monetary transactions, most often and most widely used 

for a great variety of monetary purposes...the choice of the world 

market’.3® The strong pound would enable Britain to profit from the 

growth of world trade. It would attract the deposits of other currencies 

to London, swelling the funds at the City’s disposal. It would boost 

the appeal of the commercial services that London could offer, since 

overseas confidence in insurance and other financial arrangements was 

bound to be greater if sterling’s value was impregnable. It would help 

to stabilise the domestic economy and reduce the threat of inflation 

which had briefly reached 9 per cent in 1951-2. A strong pound was 

the key to a strong British economy. The weak post-war pound had to 

put on weight and gain muscles. The question that tormented bankers, 

officials and their ministerial masters through the 1950s was how to 

achieve this goal. 

What was generally agreed was that the sterling area was the 

essential platform for sterling’s revival as a top currency. Under its 

rules, the member countries held their dollar earnings in a common pool 

managed in London, pegged their currencies on sterling, and imposed 

strict control over their dollar purchases and the exchange of sterling 

into other currencies. The incentive for Britain’s sterling partners to 

observe these rules sprang from their fear that the shortage of dollars 

worldwide (a result of the huge demand for American goods and the 

difficulty of selling into the American market) meant that the freedom 

to exchange sterling at will would result in a crash of its value (as in the 

near-disaster of 1947). If that were to happen, their claims on London 

(the sterling balances) would be worthless, and the economic disloca- 

tion in Britain would wipe out their most important market. For the 

British, the sterling area’s existence offered a guarantee that the sums 

Britain owed to the other sterling countries (mainly debts arising from 

the war) could be paid off at an affordable rate and without jeopardis- 

ing sterling’s value against the dollar. It averted the risk that a country 

holding large sums in sterling might suddenly sell them for dollars 

and wreck the British balance of payments. It also allowed a gradual 

resumption of British overseas lending but without the danger of that 

foreign investment being exchanged into dollars. It propped up the sys- 

tem of trading preferences ((Commonwealth preference’ also extended 
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to Canada) to which British industry was still deeply attached. More 
than 50 per cent of British exports were being sent to ‘British coun- 

tries’ throughout most of the 1950s.39 As late as 1958, the sterling 

area’s merits were still being trumpeted in the most influential quar- 

ters. It was well designed for its members’ interests and also for world 

trade, declared Sir Oliver Franks, a former ambassador in Washington 

and chairman of Lloyds Bank. Member countries had no need to worry 

about bilateral balances, and using the pound kept down the demand 

for gold — any shortage of which would restrain world trade. The ster- 

ling area also allowed Britain to earn gold (by its trade with South 

Africa), and encouraged the City to use its financial machinery to 

help expand British exports.4° It was not a system to be abandoned 

lightly. 

But it was also acknowledged in the Bank of England, by Trea- 

sury Officials and even by ministers, that preserving the sterling area 

as a closed currency zone was not a long-term solution to the prob- 

lem of sterling. Sooner or later, the ‘one world’ economy envisaged in 

the Bretton Woods agreements at the close of the war would have to 

come into force. The alternative was return to the protectionist blocs 

of the inter-war years with all the consequences that might follow from 

that. Open disavowal of the Bretton Woods system would be hugely 

controversial. It might easily lead to an open breach with the United 

States, and perhaps the break-up of the Western Alliance. Washington 

had been patient with London’s delays, but on the understanding that 

it intended to honour the promise of a convertible pound as soon as 

it could. There were other reasons as well. It was widely agreed that, 

before very long (the timescale was unclear), the dollar famine would 

end (as more countries recovered and were able to earn dollars). The 

case for restrictions would be harder to make. The sterling area coun- 

tries were already eager to borrow American dollars for development 

purposes but were unlikely to entice the American investor if his div- 

idend was paid in inconvertible pounds. Their interest lay in a looser 

system. And the British themselves knew perfectly well that, so long 

as the pound was ‘soft’ and the dollar was ‘hard’, they would lose the 

race to restore sterling’s old status and win back for the City its central 

place in international trade. It was too much to hope for the long-lost 

pre-eminence of 1913. But, in the 1930s, as the head of the sterling 

bloc and with a convertible pound, Britain had been the world’s largest 

trading economy. 
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The terms and timing of ‘convertibility’ became the central 

issue in economic policy. Within the Bank of England and the Trea- 

sury, there were those who were eager to get it done quickly, arguing 

that sterling’s prospects would not improve with delay. The sterling 

crisis that broke over their heads at the end of 1951 pushed them into 

a radical plan. Under the acronym ‘ROBOT’, it proposed to make 

sterling convertible subject to two drastic conditions. First, it would 

be necessary to persuade those countries with large sterling balances 

that the bulk of them should be frozen, leaving only the amounts they 

needed for normal trading purposes. This was the quid pro quo for the 

end of exchange control. Secondly (and much more controversially), 

the plan proposed that sterling should ‘float’ (just as it had in the 

1930s). The reason for this was that defending a fixed rate (sterling 

had been fixed at $2.80 to £1 in 1949) might quickly consume much 

of Britain’s reserve of dollars and gold (just as it had in 1947) and 

wreck the experiment almost before it had started. Allowing sterling to 

find its own level in the period of sharp adjustment that would follow 

free exchange would also reduce the risk of British exports becoming 

uncompetitive with the end of import controls and dollar restriction in 

sterling area markets.4’ With the support of the Bank of England and 

his own expert advisers, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, R. A. Butler, 

presented ROBOT to his colleagues as the best solution to the financial 

crisis that the new Churchill government had inherited. The sequel was 

instructive. 

For all its heavyweight backing, ROBOT soon attracted fierce 

opposition, not least from Lord Cherwell, Churchill’s scientific adviser, 

known colloquially as the ‘Prime Minister’s Adder’. Cherwell was 

scornful of the flimsy statistical basis on which ROBOT was built, 

and argued persuasively that the pressure on sterling could be relieved 

by the use of much less drastic measures. It was, he said, ‘a reck- 

less leap in the dark involving appalling political and economic risks 

at home and abroad’.4* The objection to ROBOT was not just that 

Butler’s medicine was unnecessarily strong. Four arguments sank it. 

First, although there had been ambiguous signals from across the 

Atlantic, floating the pound would breach the first commandment of 

the Bretton Woods doctrine. It was hard to believe that the American 

response would not be severe. Secondly, it was far from certain that all 

the other countries in the sterling area would adopt a floating exchange 

rate. Far from forming a bloc of like-minded states, the sterling 
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countries might break up in anger and acrimony. Thirdly, floating the 
pound might lead to the break-up of the European Payments Union 
(a currency pool along sterling area lines) if the pound was devalued 

against some European currencies. At a time when London was also 

trying to promote defence cooperation among the Western European 

states, and soothing French fears of future German aggrandisement, 

such a large spanner in the European works was unwelcome at best. 

The Foreign Office and Foreign Secretary were among ROBOT’s fiercest 

critics.43 Finally, since it was hard to predict how far sterling’s value 

would fall under the ROBOT regime, it was hard to deny that, at least 

in the short run, the domestic effects might be very unsettling: rapid 

inflation if imports cost more; severe unemployment if other countries 

retaliated against a devaluing pound. 

ROBOT was opposed by those who thought Britain’s position 

too fragile to survive the shock treatment it promised and by those (like 

Cherwell) who argued that sticking to ‘the long steady task of building 

up our reserves’ was the best recipe for success. That it would be a long 

haul seemed amply confirmed in the next few years. In 1955, after two 

better years, inflationary pressure in the British economy and a sharp 

negative movement in the balance of payments led to credit restrictions 

to dampen home demand and strengthen sterling abroad. The follow- 

ing year was the year of Suez. The British invasion of Egypt triggered 

a flight from the pound; the cost of supporting its value from a fast 

dwindling reserve of dollars and gold was the critical factor in forcing 

the British withdrawal. In 1957, inflation in Britain and the devaluation 

of the French franc reopened doubts over whether sterling could hold 

its fixed dollar value. It took a fierce contraction of credit (the Bank rate 

rose to 7 per cent, its highest level since 1921) and an American loan 

to beat off the threat. It seems somewhat surprising after this ragged 

performance that the Macmillan government quietly made sterling con- 

vertible over the Christmas break in 1958. It was certainly true that the 

balance of trade had improved and inflation was down. But it was also 

true that its hand was being forced. Strict exchange control had already 

collapsed: it was the buying and selling of sterling in the market of cur- 

rencies that now determined its value. Secondly, France had pre-empted 

the British in making the franc convertible (while devaluing again). At 

the moment when London was straining to persuade the new European 

Economic Community to include Britain in a ‘free trade agreement’, the 

pound had to look the franc demi-fort in the eye. But had the reserves 
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that were needed to defend sterling’s value been salted away? The Trea- 

sury’s target for a payments surplus had still not been reached. Instead, 

reliance was now placed on being able to borrow from the International 

Monetary Fund if the going got hard.44 Convertibility, remarked The 

Economist in a phrase that ought to have struck a ministerial chill, was 

an ‘act of bravery’.45 

British leaders knew of course that convertibility was not 

enough. To be an economic great power required a central position in 

the flows of world trade, and reasonable access to some of the world’s 

richest markets. Before 1914, over one-third of British trade had been 

with Europe, and nearly one-quarter with the countries that became the 

European Economic Community (the ‘EEC Six’) in 1958. In the inter- 

war years, the share of British exports sent to the future ‘EEC Six’ fell 

to under 15%. After the Second World War, it fell even further, to less 

than 10% in 1948.4° But, by the 1950s, these were the countries that 

were growing most rapidly. More generally, it was industrial countries 

that made the best markets. Here, too, Britain lagged behind its main 

competitors. Its principal rivals increased the share of their exports to 

other industrial countries from 58% in 1950-2 to 61% in 1957-9. The 

British share rose from 39% to 45 %.47 To keep up the momentum that 

had doubled British exports from their pre-war levels required a major 

effort in Europe. 

For this reason alone, London kept a wary eye on the progress 

of European schemes for economic and political unity that were gather- 

ing pace in the early 1950s. Its negative attitude towards the plans that 

emerged for an Economic Community from the Messina Conference in 

1955 has been much derided in hindsight. In fact, the British regarded 

the idea of forming an inner group (with discriminatory tariffs) within 

the larger collectivity of Western European states with considerable 

hostility. They thought it would damage the prospects for freer trade in 

general and for British trade in particular. They wanted it to fail, and 

thought that it would.4* They saw no point in lending it any support. 

But this was far from an attitude of indifference or hostility towards 

closer cooperation with Europe, although there were plenty of those 

in the Conservative party who took a ‘blue water’ view of continental 

commitments. Instead, in the late summer of 1956, the Cabinet agreed 

on a plan that was intended deliberately to seize control of the move- 

ment towards a European customs union and drive it in the direction 

that British policy favoured. This was ‘Plan G’, which proposed to 
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sink the EEC project within a larger ‘Free Trade Area’ within which 
there would be free trade in manufactured goods but no common agri- 

cultural-policy. The obvious merit from a British point of view was 

that this would allow continued preferential arrangements both for 

British farmers (heavily protected since the Second World War) and for 

Commonwealth producers. It would give Britain the benefits of a large 

open European market with few of the drawbacks of being tied to an 

economic bloc. 

The plan was put to the Cabinet by Harold Macmillan, then 

Chancellor of the Exchequer, as a series of rhetorical questions, 

designed to flush out its fiercest opponents. ‘Is this a good plan for 

the British economy?’, asked the Chancellor, 

Will it bring us strength in the long run... ¢ Can the British 

economy survive alone, insulated and protected from 

European competition? Will it be able to maintain its 

exports to Europe... ¢ Equally important, can it maintain 

its exports to other countries against the competition of 

European countries, either individually, as now, or in a 

unified Europe largely under German domination? Can we 

enter into a new structure and at the same time maintain 

the advantages of the Commonwealth, our preferences and 

all the rest? Can we retain them even if we keep out?+? 

Nor, of course, were the issues at stake of solely economic concern. 

Were the aims of Plan G ‘politically sound’? ‘Can we retain the leader- 

ship of the Commonwealth world 

and at the same time seize the leadership of Europe? Would 

it help us to create a new period of British strength and 

power, or should we be foolishly throwing away what we 

have? Would it bring us promise for the future, or is it an 

abdication and betrayal of our past?>° 

Macmillan also spelled out the risk of division within the Conservative 

party, the threat posed by free trade to maintaining full employment 

and the need to reassure both Commonwealth countries and the United 

States. But there was no doubt that he wanted his colleagues’ approval 

for a plan which among other things, was intended to make London 
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the centre for Europe’s foreign investment. ‘The economic unification 

of much of Western Europe’, declared Peter Thorneycroft, President of 

the Board of Trade, ‘would create a new source of investment capital 

for overseas development which might be expected to flow out to Com- 

monwealth countries through London under our management’.>* In 

the discussion that followed, there were predictable fears that the main 

Commonwealth countries would turn away from Britain towards the 

United States and ‘the status of Britain as a world power depends on 

her position as head of the Commonwealth’.5* But Macmillan insisted 

that, without a new basis for the British economy, it could not provide 

the market that the Commonwealth needed, nor secure the future of 

sterling. When Eden summed up, his view was decisive. There was little 

hope, he said, of an economic policy based on the Commonwealth: even 

Australia and New Zealand seemed to be turning towards the United 

States. The Asian Commonwealth could not be relied on. ‘Unless we 

were capable, acting alone, of meeting formidable European compe- 

tition in oversea markets, there seemed no alternative but to base our 

policy on the proposed plan for closer association with Europe’.53 After 

further consultations, and some positive signals from the United States, 

Europe, the Commonwealth and domestic opinion, the decision was 

made in early November to press ahead and negotiate. 

But, as it turned out, the British had badly mistaken the strength 

of their hand. They had coolly assumed that, if they took a firm line 

on the exclusion of foodstuffs from the free trade arrangements, they 

would get their way: ‘We should expect this condition to be ultimately 

accepted’, said Macmillan and Thorneycroft.54 They also assumed that, 

once they had given a lead, the idea of a free trade area would trump 

the plan for an economic community drawn up by the Six. One key 

to their thinking was the belief that France shared Britain’s fear of a 

‘German-dominated’ Europe, to which Macmillan had referred, but felt 

it even more deeply. French paranoia would give the British the lever 

they needed to switch the points towards the free trade line, or derail 

the train. All this proved wrong. The European Six signed the Treaty of 

Rome in March 1957. When the British began to negotiate in October 

that year, they met a stubborn refusal on the foodstuffs question. And, 

far from France proving the weak link in the EEC chain, the reverse 

was the case. In June 1958, General De Gaulle returned to power, first 

as prime minister in the dying Fourth Republic, then as president in 

the Fifth. It was De Gaulle who firmly put an end to the free trade 
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area diplomacy. It was an unmistakable omen. All the British could 
hope (with some justification from history) was that his tenure would 

be short-and his retirement long. 

It was a major defeat. London tried to make the best of things. 

The British had already committed themselves (at the Montreal Com- 

monwealth Economic Conference) to stand by the system of Common- 

wealth preference and to make up the shortfall of private investment in 

their colonial and ex-colonial territories through government aid and 

loans.5> All this was intended to hold the Commonwealth together as 

a system of trade and influence and provide reassurance of British aims 

and intentions. But it was starkly clear as the decade came to an end 

that what mattered most was the export competitiveness of the British 

economy. The 1959 Radcliffe Report on the British monetary system 

gave a ringing endorsement of ‘the general harmony of interest between 

the United Kingdom economy and that of the rest of the sterling area’,5° 

and insisted that it was in Britain’s interest to invest more and more 

in the economic development of the Commonwealth countries.57 But it 

also warned that sterling’s role as a reserve currency had been displaced 

by the dollar, and that the UK’s reserves still formed only a fraction 

of sterling’s liabilities. The only solution, as Cherwell had argued some 

seven years earlier, was to press on in the hope that export growth 

would build up the margin of safety to protect the domestic economy, 

make sterling secure and fund the export of capital to non-industrial 

countries. 

But, on this battlefront, there were very mixed signals. The 

British economy had not performed badly. It had paid for a notable 

increase in living standards at home - the ‘affluence’ for which the 

Conservative government was keen to take credit. But it had not per- 

formed well enough to allow Britain to become (or remain) an eco- 

nomic great power. There were several reasons for this. It may have 

been partly the fault of an old or obsolete infrastructure whose renewal 

was too costly under post-war conditions. This was the burden of being 

an ‘old’ industrial power. A more immediate difficulty was the need to 

transform an industrial structure largely adapted to the highly diversi- 

fied markets in non-industrial countries that had been Britain’s main 

customers since the inter-war years and before. The move towards 

a production system based on higher volume and standardisation was 

technically difficult and very disruptive in labour relations.** As a result, 

the great shift from textiles to engineering as Britain’s industrial staple 
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was made too slowly.5? Thirdly, British leaders shrank from the chal- 

lenge to domestic opinion. In theory at least, they might have hoped to 

improve Britain’s export performance and suppressed the inflationary 

trend that helped make sterling so fragile by enforcing a ‘flexible’ mar- 

ket in labour. An attack on restrictive practices, and the willingness to 

risk a short-term rise in unemployment, might have forced down real 

wages and secured productivity gains. Politically, there was no ques- 

tion of this. Full employment was part of the post-war compact: it was 

widely assumed that electoral suicide would follow its breach. Thus the 

sterling economy followed a zigzag path dictated by the aspiration to 

great-power status, the fear of abandoning its traditional base in the 

‘Commonwealth world’, and mortal terror of an electorate enraged by 

an attack on job security and hard-won affluence. It would have needed 

an exceptionally benign outside world for this course to have brought 

British leaders the results that they craved. 

Descent to Suez 

As we saw in the last chapter, almost unobserved there had been a 

critical change in the position of Britain in Egypt. The means and the will 

to exert British military power directly in Cairo had quietly collapsed in 

January 1952. The political crowbar in the Residency’s possession since 

the era of Cromer could no longer be used. Yet, in London, the value 

of Egypt and the Canal Zone base had never seemed higher. Reaching 

an agreement over the use of the base and for Egypt’s cooperation in 

Middle East defence was as urgent a priority for Churchill’s government 

as it had been for Attlee’s. But, by the time it was signed in October 

1954, 1t was an open question whether the hard-won agreement had any 

value at all, except to avoid a hugely embarrassing ‘scuttle’. The arduous 

path to its making had signalled a shift in the balance of strength. The 

tragedy that followed sprang from a gross paradox. The importance 

that London attached to its regional primacy now had no counterpart 

in its regional power: the reverse was the case. The desperate remedy of 

Eden’s Suez invasion was required to conceal this. The crushing failure 

that followed exposed its truth. 

Why did London care so much about Egypt and the Canal 

Zone? Behind the logistical detail of stores and supply routes, the imagi- 

nary defence lines against a Soviet advance into the Middle East, and the 

plans to bomb Southern Russia in the event of world war, lay a (largely) 



591 / The third world power, 1951-1959 

unspoken assumption. Britain’s ability to use the Canal Zone and its 
bases (as well as drawing more widely on Egyptian resources since 
the Zone was not self-sufficient) was its greatest surviving geostrategic 

asset outside the Home Islands. It served as the pivot from which British 

power could be projected north towards Russia, eastwards to the Gulf 

(and its oil), across the Indian Ocean to Australia and New Zealand, 

and south to East Africa. The Canal Zone depended upon Egyptian 

goodwill to function efficiently; but it was also the lever with which 

to extract cooperation from Cairo. Preserving Britain’s claim to make 

use of the Zone was a standing affront to Egyptian nationalist feeling. 

But it was also the main guarantee that Egypt’s leaders would take a 

‘realistic’ view of their national interests and accept the reality of their 

‘satellite’ status in the British world-system. 

Egypt was important for itself. It was also the pre-eminent 

state of the Arab Middle East. It had the biggest population, the 

largest middle class and the oldest tradition of nationalist politics. Its 

writers, intellectuals and journalists exerted a pan-Arab influence. For 

most cultural purposes, Cairo was the capital of the Arab world. The 

Al-Azhar, half mosque, half university, was the great centre of Islamic 

learning. This gave Anglo-Egyptian relations a particular delicacy. A 

compliant, if not ‘loyal’, Egypt was the key component of Britain’s 

Middle Eastern imperium as the regional power, regulating the rela- 

tions of the Arab states with each other as well as with the outside 

world. An Egyptian ‘revolt’ against this ‘system’ would be a serious 

threat. As we have seen, under post-war conditions the Arab Middle 

East as a whole had become even more valuable from London’s view- 

point than before 1939. This was partly a matter of strategic defence 

against Russia, partly a matter of oil. But, despite the prominence that 

both these assume in the archival record, the intensity with which British 

leaders regarded their Middle East interests, and the extent to which 

they became the index of Britain’s world power status, hint at a larger 

assumption. It was sometimes expressed in terms of prestige, but its 

real meaning ran deeper. 

Before 1939, it was a commonplace that the ultimate source 

of British power in the world, including its great-power status in 

Europe, was the Royal Navy. British sea-power had had to share global 

supremacy with that of America: but, in European waters and the Indian 

Ocean, it had remained pre-eminent in the inter-war years. Almost 

unheralded, the course and outcome of the Second World War struck 

the maritime sword from Britain’s hand. Taken together, the growth 
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of air warfare, the massive scale of Soviet land forces and the colossal 

expansion of the American navy removed any illusion that the strate- 

gic significance of Britain’s sea-power was remotely comparable with 

what it had been just a decade before. We ‘cannot afford the Ameri- 

can technique of building up large naval forces to support continental 

land battles’, remarked the Chiefs of Staff sorrowfully.°° The Middle 

East imperium silently filled the gap. Strategic command of the region 

gave Britain a critical role in the defence of Europe. It secured its pri- 

macy among the West European states and (perhaps more important) 

conferred an exceptional leverage in London’s often tetchy relations 

with Washington. More than anything else, it lifted Britain out of the 

category of a merely European power. And, although London sought 

material help from the Americans, it insisted on Britain’s claim to be the 

political guardian of the West’s regional interests. In the plans drawn 

up in mid-1953, it was British, Arab and Commonwealth forces that 

were to defend the Middle East against a Soviet invasion.°t Among 

British leaders, no one was more sensitive than Anthony Eden to the 

grand geopolitics of Middle East power. 

This was the setting in which the British tried to reopen the 

question of their right to use the Canal Zone bases after the expiry of 

the 1936 treaty due in 1956. Eden as Foreign Secretary was determined 

to do this, despite lurid warnings from Cairo where the British ambas- 

sador was convinced that Egypt was on the brink of chaos.°* Against 

Churchill’s scepticism and the ambassador’s proposal that, rather than 

seek an agreement, British policy should aim ‘to isolate Egypt as a 

potential enemy’,®3 Eden insisted that the new set of ministers King 

Farouk had appointed (following the bloody riots in Cairo) offered the 

best chance for striking a bargain. Egypt, as part of a new ‘Middle East 

Command’, would take charge of the Canal Zone bases in peacetime. 

The British would keep on the spot only the minimum force needed to 

‘help’ the Egyptians to maintain the bases. The alternative, Eden warned 

his Cabinet colleagues, was a long confrontation and the effective loss 

of the base. ‘I am convinced’, he told Churchill, 

that we shall not reach an agreement unless we are willing 

to agree to the principle of evacuation. The net result of the 

last five months has been to bring Egypt to the verge of 

anarchy. The present Egyptian government is the best we 

can hope for. Its position is precarious and its continuance 
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in power depends on its ability to clip the wings of the 

Wafd. To do this it needs some helpful move by us, and it 

needs it soon... The plain fact is that we are no longer in 

a position to impose our will on Egypt, regardless of the 

cost in men, money, and international goodwill both 

throughout the Middle East and in the rest of the world.*4 

But progress was meagre. There was little incentive for the Egyptian 

ministers to risk acceptance of Eden’s terms, all too readily seen as a 

transparent device for keeping Britain’s grip on the Zone and its military 

bases. Nor did they dare give up Egypt’s claim to be sovereign in the 

Sudan, whose political future remained deeply uncertain. The Egyptian 

ambassador was convinced, reported a senior Foreign Office official, 

that the only chance of our inducing the Egyptians either to 

accept our formula or to begin negotiations with us over 

the Sudan... lay in our being able to make them believe 

that the ultimate result of their refusal... would be the 

reoccupation of Cairo by British forces. This was the only 

thing they were really scared of.°5 

While the British brooded over this latest rebuff and pondered Egypt’s 

place in their new global strategy, Cairo’s politics lurched in an unex- 

pected direction.®* In July 1952, a military coup pushed aside the old 

rivalry between the Court and the Wafd. The ‘Revolutionary Com- 

mand Council’, led by Neguib and Nasser, became the real power. The 

Egyptian army, hitherto a quiescent if discontented force, now had to 

be squared. 

By the end of the year, Eden was ready to try again. The same 

set of pressures was still pushing him forward. Without Egyptian good- 

will, the Canal Zone was useless as a great military base. Indeed, with- 

out an agreement, it might become the scene of a guerrilla war. Its 

huge British garrison of 80,000 men was chiefly employed in defending 

itself: ‘It is their presence that creates the need for them to be there’, 

said a British official with mandarin irony.®7 But simply handing it 

over would be a colossal defeat. It must be available in case of a war 

against Russia, said the military planners. Egypt had to promise its help 

if the Middle East were invaded. To let Cairo completely cut loose from 

its British connection would weaken Britain’s allies in the other Arab 
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states, and might provoke further demands for British withdrawal — 

including from the important air bases at Habbaniya and Shaiba in 

Iraq. It would signal a drastic decline in both the will and the means to 

enforce British interests. It would be bound to stir up fierce objection 

at home among those who disliked the ‘appeasement’ of nationalism 

or any retreat on the front line of empire — opinions well represented 

in the Conservative party. Eden’s new formula was a cautious advance 

on the abortive proposal for a ‘Middle East Command’. Now, with 

American backing, the Egyptians were urged to join a new organisa- 

tion for the region’s defence, the ‘Middle East Defence Organisation’ 

or MEDO. Loosely modelled on NATO, MEDO would include both 

the Arab states and their Western ‘friends’, principally Britain and the 

United States. On joining this club, Egypt would be entrusted with the 

Canal Zone and its bases, to be run with some British help. This time 

the prospects for settlement seemed brighter. In February 1953, London 

and Cairo reached an agreement on the future of the Sudan, so often the 

stumbling block to their friendly relations. Like all previous regimes, 

Egypt’s military leaders were determined to regain what they saw as its 

rightful authority in the vast country it had colonised in the previous 

century but then lost to the Mahdist revolt and the British reconquest. 

All shades of opinion resented what was seen as a British conspiracy 

to encourage Sudan’s separation and patronise Sudanese nationalism. 

The British, for their part, had briefly considered giving up the Sudan 

as the price for a new treaty with Cairo in 1946, but then had drawn 

back.°* Neither Attlee nor Bevin had known the Sudan’s peculiar his- 

tory — unlike the veteran of Omdurman now at ro Downing Street. The 

1953 agreement was an interesting compromise. It promised Sudanese 

self-government by 1956, the same year that the Anglo-Egyptian treaty 

expired. The Sudanese people would choose through the ballot box 

whether they wished to become independent or seek a union with 

Egypt. For both the signatories it was a calculated risk. But Neguib 

(who had close ties with the Sudan) may have hoped that giving up 

Egypt’s sovereignty claim would increase the backing for union in 

Sudanese politics against its Mahdist opponents and their nationalist 

rhetoric.°? 

But as the pessimists had predicted, the defence talks soon 

stalled. Neguib and his colleagues rejected an advance commitment to 

MEDO. Nasser knew about ‘Rodeo’, said an embassy official7° and was 

deeply suspicious of British intentions. The Revolutionary Command 



595 / The third world power, 1951-1959 

Council had one ambition — to get the British troops out and end any 
risk of British intervention in Cairo. The delicate balance of Egyp- 
tian politics, in which Revolutionary Command Council rule coexisted 

uneasily with the monarchy (only abolished in July 1953), the Wafd 

party and the Muslim Brotherhood, sharpened their fear of a British 

‘coup’ on the one hand and popular outrage on the other. They dreaded 

being painted as pro-British puppets betraying the national cause. They 

were determined not to let any British military units, however disguised 

as ‘technicians’, remain in the Canal Zone. On the British side, when 

deadlock was reached in the middle of May, a new wave of violence was 

feared. ‘Serious trouble may now be imminent’, warned the Joint Intelli- 

gence Committee.”7' Despite Churchill’s reluctance to make any further 

concessions, a new round of talks was begun, with the outgoing British 

commander-in-chief in Egypt, General Sir Brian Robertson, negotiating 

soldier to soldier. With MEDO now dead (the final rejection came in 

July), disagreement was centred on how the base would be managed 

once the British withdrew, and how large a force of technicians would 

be required to maintain it. The discussions struggled on. In September, 

the Egyptians raised a further objection: the British technicians must 

be in civilian clothes. In London, the Cabinet decided first to break off, 

but then to press on. But, as the year came to an end, they had little 

to show. The Egyptians were willing to let the Canal base be used if 

an Arab state was attacked, but not Turkey or Iran, the Soviet Union’s 

Middle East neighbours. They wanted a swift British withdrawal and 

a minimal presence of non-uniformed technicians. They would only 

consider a seven-year agreement. 

The reaction in London was frustration and rage. From the 

Cairo embassy came a bitter reflection on the futility of continuing the 

search for agreement. Even if one were made, wrote Robin Hankey, 

then in charge at the embassy, it was highly doubtful that the Egyptians 

would honour it. ‘If after making the new defence agreement we are 

held in the same utter contempt as we seem to have been since the 

Sudan Agreement, no favourable outcome in the Canal Zone can con- 

ceivably be hoped for’.7* The agreement, anyway, was most unlikely to 

be renewed and ‘may well be turned into a farce before its expiry’. 

In Hankey’s grim view, ‘the effect...on our position in the other 

Arab countries and on our whole position in the Mediterranean, in the 

Persian Gulf and in the Indian Ocean would be incalculable. . . it would 

far surpass the effect of Abadan or Palestine’.73 Churchill’s impatience 
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now boiled over. He had carefully distanced himself from Eden’s diplo- 

macy and what he called ‘your treaty’. He was much more receptive 

than Eden had been to the flouts and jibes of the ‘Suez Group’, the forty- 

one Conservative MPs led by Charles Waterhouse and Julian Amery 

who opposed evacuation, and may even have hinted at his private 

approval. As the Queen’s first minister, he did not wish to preside over 

the liquidation of the Suez Canal base, that great symbol of empire. Like 

Hankey, he feared that, once a withdrawal began, it would become a 

rout. Then ‘many in our own party will be able to say “I told you so”, 

and the others will mock’. Churchill’s solution was to make a clean 

break but exact a revenge: to redeploy British troops to bases elsewhere 

in the region, but send reinforcements to Khartoum. Egypt would thus 

forfeit its Sudanese prize. Once this was done, ‘all the Conservative 

troubles here would be quenched... There is no alternative except a 

prolonged humiliating scuttle before all the world’.74 

Eden rejected this view completely. To leave the Canal Zone 

without an agreement would be ‘less satisfactory from the point of view 

of our continuing authority in the Middle East’.75 This was his real con- 

cern. He had told Churchill earlier that a unilateral withdrawal posed 

considerable risks. ‘It could be very damaging to our whole reputation 

and position if it looked like running away... It could destroy all hope 

of maintaining our position in Iraq and the Persian Gulf.’7° Nor would 

it help matters to arouse the suspicions of Sudanese nationalists that 

London meant to renege on the promises made in the Sudan agreement. 

Like his officials in Cairo, Eden was inclined to lay much of the blame 

for Egyptian intransigence on American disloyalty and their tacit sub- 

version of British prestige. “The American position over Egypt becomes 

increasingly unhelpful’, he minuted bitterly. ‘The Americans will have 

no friends left if they go on in this way.’77 What was becoming uncom- 

fortably obvious was that without American backing there was little 

that could drive the Egyptians to sign. Lord Salisbury, Eden’s stand-in 

during his long illness in 1953, had made the point bluntly. ‘If we reach 

an agreement with Egypt’, he told the Cabinet in July 1953, ‘it will... be 

essential that the Americans underwrite such an agreement if there is to 

be any prospect of the Egyptians keeping it.’7* Churchill now pressed 

Eisenhower to refuse the Egyptians economic aid until they agreed on 

a treaty, but the reply was guarded. How far, Eisenhower asked, was 

Britain willing to go to support American efforts to isolate ‘the bloody 

Chinese aggressor’ and oppose its admission into the United Nations?7? 
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Had not the British been happy to trade with China? The implication 
was obvious. Perhaps it was this that occasioned Eden’s anti-American 
outburst: 

He had little choice, however, but to rehearse to his colleagues 

the urgency of reaching some kind of agreement: ‘If we do not suc- 

ceed, we are in a bad position.’®° Failure would mean the more or less 

rapid erosion of Britain’s Arab prestige. It would reduce Britain’s claim 

on the support of Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. And, if 

the Suez base were simply abandoned, it would be almost impossi- 

ble to persuade British opinion to accept other commitments in the 

Middle East. When the Chiefs of Staff weighed in with a warning that a 

withdrawal agreement was of the ‘utmost importance’, a subtle change 

could be seen coming over the British approach. However useful the 

Canal base might be in a general war (now thought less likely), it was 

more important to get out — to save money, men and morale. Indeed, 

in the spring and summer of 1954, geostrategic change suggested that 

the base was now of secondary value at best. Its exposure to air attack 

was greatly enhanced —- or so it was argued — by the advent of the 

hydrogen bomb. Secondly, the strategic defence of the Middle East 

was conceived more and more in terms of the ‘Northern Tier’ states — 

Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Pakistan — backed up by the use of tactical 

nuclear weapons and local air bases: the drift of American thinking 

since mid-1953. What mattered most to the British was a dignified exit 

from the Canal Zone and (increasingly) reassurance that their use of 

the Canal would not be affected by a military withdrawal. When the 

Americans promised to delay any aid until Egypt signed up, and Nasser 

let it be known that an attack on Turkey would permit reactivation of 

the base, a light seemed to glint at the end of the tunnel. But clinching 

the deal seemed as elusive as ever. In Cairo, General Neguib was first 

removed as the leader of the Revolutionary Command Council and 

then restored. The transfer of power to civilian rule and a return to 

party politics were promised and rescinded within a matter of days.*" 

It was only during April that Nasser’s authority seemed firmly estab- 

lished. The British still fretted over how to present the concessions they 

were now willing to make (the use of civilian labour to service the 

base) and how to ensure that, with no military presence, the Egyptians 

could be held to their promise to maintain the base and respect free 

transit through the Canal. Churchill and Eden now agreed (Eden with 

some show of reluctance) to seek more explicit American help. At the 



598 / ‘The great liner is sinking’ 

Washington conference in June (mainly taken up with discussion of 

Churchill’s scheme for a summit conference with the Russians), Dulles 

and Eisenhower gave the vital assurance: Nasser would be told that 

all American aid would depend on his keeping the promises made in 

a treaty.** The British agreed to give way on the uniforms question. 

Within three weeks, the ‘heads of agreement’ had been signed in Cairo. 

The British would pull out completely over the course of twenty months 

(by June 1956), leaving civilian contractors to look after the base. They 

could use the base to help defend either Turkey or an Arab state from 

attack. But the treaty would last (as Nasser insisted) not twenty years 

but seven. 

It is an intriguing question as to what persuaded Churchill to 

give his reluctant assent to the retreat he disliked. In his public defence 

he stressed the impact of the new H-bomb as making the Canal base 

redundant. But, if that were the reason, as a Tory critic remarked later, 

why was so much of the treaty concerned with its future use?*} In the 

Cabinet discussion, there is more than a hint that the H-bomb was a 

rabbit pulled out of the hat: it gave Churchill the escape route that he 

(and the government) needed, dousing (for the moment) the smoulder- 

ing backbench rebellion. Churchill may also have wanted to clear the 

decks for his real ambition — the summit with Stalin’s successors. The 

more interesting question is what the agreement meant for Britain’s 

Middle Eastern position — the main justification that Eden advanced. 

Leaving the base was meant to give Britain’s regional imperium a 

new lease of life, not to signal a general retreat. It did not turn out 

like that. 

In fact, the Canal base agreement embodied a transfer of power 

as important as any that was made in the retreat from empire after 1945, 

with the single exception of the withdrawal from India. This was veiled 

at the time from the makers of policy (although not from their critics). 

They averted their eyes from the three critical factors that governed 

the course and outcome of their diplomatic ordeal. The first was the 

change in the nature of Egyptian politics. Disillusioned with the Wafd 

and the king, the British were not unsympathetic to the military rulers 

who replaced them. Nasser, they thought, was a ‘realist’ and honest. The 

political turmoil of 1952-4 made it harder to see that the chaos and cor- 

ruption of ‘liberal’ Egypt was making way for an authoritarian regime 

driven restlessly forward by populist nationalism and geopolitical 
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ambition. The Canal base agreement was its ticket to power. The British 
liked to think that Nasser would be a new Ataturk, the Turkish strong 

man with whom they had come to amicable terms after 1922. Nasser, 

they thought, would follow the Ataturk model, and devote his politi- 

cal energy to internal reform. It was a drastic misjudgment. The second 

great shift may have been easier to see but harder to acknowledge. Again 

and again the men on the spot had complained that their efforts to make 

the Egyptians see reason had been frustrated by the nods and winks of 

the American ambassador, Jefferson Caffery. At a much higher level, 

the British were dimly aware that Washington was pursuing a different 

agenda, that they could not match its promise of aid, and that without 

American backing the treaty they sought would be hard to achieve and 

worse to enforce. The Canal base agreement was a silent reminder that 

British authority now needed the weight of American power, and was 

unlikely to flourish without its support. The third was the change from 

Egypt to Iraq as the strategic pivot of the British position. The growing 

importance of the ‘Northern Tier’ states (Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Pak- 

istan) as the main barrier to a Soviet advance had helped to devalue the 

Canal base and ease the pangs of the British withdrawal. It made the 

British now eager to build up Iraq as the main Arab component of a new 

Middle Eastern alliance, and to attach as many Arab states as they could 

to what became known as the ‘Baghdad Pact’®4 of which they them- 

selves would also be members. This would be the new platform of their 

Middle Eastern position: an Arab ‘bloc’ of which the ‘Hashemite’ king- 

doms of Iraq and Jordan and the Syrian Republic (domination of Syria 

was an old Hashemite aim) would be the core members. But, between 

the Hashemite kings and the Iraq ‘strong man’ Nuri as-Said on the one 

hand, and Nasser on the other, there was little love lost. Both claimed 

the leadership of the Arab world. Thus the curious sequel to the British 

agreement with Nasser was their strategic partnership with his bitterest 

enemies. 

In earlier times the British might have laughed at Cairo’s annoy- 

ance. But now they could not afford to do so. An intelligence briefing in 

late 1954 spelt out their dilemma. The political threat from the Soviet 

Union, declared the Joint Intelligence Committee, could be intensified 

at any time and no Arab state had the means to resist it any more 

than it could beat off a military assault. British help was needed, but 

‘xenophobia is endemic in the Middle East as a whole’, while the end 
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of the Raj ‘had undermined confidence’ that British power would be 

used to restrain or protect the Middle East countries’.*5 Britain’s posi- 

tion was not getting easier; it was now more precarious. But its stake 

in the region seemed greater than ever: the Western interest in exclud- 

ing Soviet influence; the British need to be seen as the West’s regional 

guardian; and Britain’s share of the oil industry, much of it located in 

northern Iraq. In April 1955, Eden, now at last prime minister, com- 

mitted Britain to the Baghdad Pact and to building a new Arab alliance. 

Nasser’s riposte was not long in coming. By the following Septem- 

ber he had arranged to buy arms from the Soviet bloc and break the 

embargo that the West had imposed. The Soviet entrée had begun in 

earnest. Nasser’s prestige and Egypt’s military power were now certain 

to grow. Nasser proclaimed himself champion of the pan-Arab cause 

and denounced Britain’s friends as betrayers and toadies. The Baghdad 

Pact was a ‘relic of colonialism’. Whether Iraq, Britain’s main Arab ally, 

and its tight oligarchic regime under Nuri as-Said, would survive the 

political storm seemed uncertain at best. ‘If we lose Egypt’, minuted the 

British official in charge of Middle East policy, ‘we shall lose the rest 

of the Arab World.’®® This was the setting in which the British began 

their ‘descent to Suez’. 

The stages passed in rapid succession. By October, the British 

had begun to fret over their oil supplies if Soviet influence and Egyptian 

hostility continued to grow. ‘Our interests’, said Eden (in what proved 

to be a prophetic phrase), 

were greater than those of the United States because of our 

dependence on Middle East oil, and our experience in the 

area was greater than theirs. We should not... allow 

ourselves to be restricted overmuch by reluctance to act 

without full American concurrence and support. We should 

frame our own policy in the light of our interests in the 

area.*7 

In December, Nasser, with Saudi support, raised an outcry in Jordan 

and blocked the kingdom’s accession to the Baghdad Pact. The British 

were furious. In March 1956, while the British Foreign Secretary was 

actually visiting Cairo, the British commander of the Jordanian army, 

General John Glubb, was dismissed - a move widely (but wrongly) 

attributed to Nasser’s machinations. In the same month, Plan Alpha, 
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the Anglo-American effort to draw Nasser into peace negotiations 
with Israel and lance the boil of anti-Western feeling, broke down 

completely. Today, recorded Evelyn Shuckburgh, head of the Foreign 

Office’s Middle East department on 8 March, ‘we and the Americans 

really gave up hope of Nasser and began to look round for means of 

destroying him’.’* For Eden, especially, the destruction of Nasser had 

become a priority. ‘It’s either him or us, don’t forget that’, he said.’9 

But, as the British pondered how to isolate Nasser, events in the region 

spun out of control. When the United States blocked the funds for the 

Aswan High Dam, Nasser’s grand project, his response was even more 

daring than the Soviet arms deal. On 26 July, with all British troops 

safely out of the Canal Zone, he nationalised the Suez Canal Company, 

an Anglo-French enterprise with a substantial British government hold- 

ing. It was an astonishing move. It seemed to prove beyond doubt that 

his ultimate aim was to drive Britain out of the Arab world bag and 

baggage. 

It was now that the weaknesses of the British position, painfully 

exposed in the Canal Zone diplomacy, made themselves felt. The Cab- 

inet agreed straightaway that Nasser should be made to back down, if 

need be by force and by Britain alone. But the coercion of Egypt was not 

going to be easy. It would mean a major invasion with repercussions 

elsewhere on British commitments. It might mean the occupation of 

Egypt until a compliant government was formed — if indeed one could 

be found. It would deeply embarrass Britain’s closest Arab allies and 

vindicate Nasserite claims that they were colonialist toadies. Above all, 

perhaps, although there were signs that Nasser’s removal would be wel- 

comed in Washington, American backing for a British invasion was out 

of the question. Paratroop diplomacy, in Washington’s view, would be 

a crime and a blunder, and wreck Western influence at a critical time. 

The British hoped for international action, but the legal case against 

Nasser was transparently weak (the Suez Canal Company was after all 

an Egyptian company). Once Dulles made clear that he did not favour 

action against Nasser to extract the Canal dues (reversing the effect 

of nationalisation), Eden’s position was desperate. No British leader 

had been more deeply committed to upholding Britain’s Middle East- 

ern imperium as an ‘empire by treaty’. Now that Nasser had revealed 

it as a house of cards, his authority as prime minister could hardly 

survive. 
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Although Eden could not or would not admit it, his position 

was so difficult as to be almost impossible. Awareness of his own part 

in handing back the Canal Zone, and thus freeing Nasser to act, may 

have made matters worse. How far he acknowledged that the scheme 

to invade Egypt in concert with France, drawn up and agreed on by 

the middle of August, was based on very fragile assumptions is unclear. 

But it may explain his reluctance to consult more widely among his col- 

leagues and officials. Indeed, it seems clear that, insofar as they grasped 

his intentions, these aroused doubt and uncertainty. The Foreign Sec- 

retary (Selwyn Lloyd), the Minister of Defence (Walter Monckton), the 

Lord Privy Seal (R. A. Butler), the First Lord of the Admiralty (Lord 

Hailsham) and the Chief of Naval Staff (the redoubtable Lord Mount- 

batten) were all of this number. But neither doubts nor doubters had 

any effect. 

Part of the reason was that few outside a very small circle knew 

enough of the detail of what Eden intended or had enough status to 

voice their dissent. To challenge Eden’s authority in a period of crisis 

would have been exceptionally dangerous, especially for one of his Con- 

servative colleagues. As Churchill’s successor, Eden had stepped into his 

shoes as the great anti-appeaser, and champion of British world power. 

Moreover, a very strong group in the Cabinet endorsed his decision to 

erase Nasser’s influence, and to do so by force. They could not have 

ignored the risks that this ran. But the real question they faced was what 

else could be done. Any compromise deal (of the kind Selwyn Lloyd 

hoped for) that left Nasser in power would not meet their purpose — to 

uphold what Eden called Britain’s ‘Middle Eastern position’. They may 

have accepted, like Eden himself, that the jumble of treaties, alliances, 

protectorates, colonies, bases, gunboats and garrisons that made up 

this undeclared empire could not stand the challenge that Nasser’s defi- 

ance would pose; and that without this undeclared empire Britain’s 

world power could not survive long. For behind the dire warnings 

about the Canal and Nasser’s hand on ‘our windpipe’, this was the real 

issue. 

On one point at least, Eden knew he was vulnerable. He needed 

a pretext to launch an invasion or risk being denounced as an imperialist 

aggressor. This would have been deeply embarrassing both abroad and 

at home, where the cross-party support he had enjoyed at the outset 

could not have survived. To escape this dilemma he embarked on what 
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came to be seen as the most reckless gamble of all. On 13 October, as 
the decision to launch the invasion grew nearer, he was urged by the 

French to make a secret arrangement with Israel, which was also eager 

to weaken Nasser, and willing to strike. 

The sequel is infamous. On 22 October, the British and French 

(who had their own quarrel with Nasser) made their secret pact with 

Israel to occupy the Canal Zone in concert with an Israeli invasion 

of Sinai. The prize for all three was the elimination of Nasser. On 

29 October, the Israeli attack began. On 1 November, when Nasser 

rejected their demand to stop fighting, the Anglo-French intervention 

began. Egyptian airfields were bombed, and on 5 November British 

and French troops landed in Egypt to seize the Canal. But, in a matter 

of days, intense pressure from Washington and the threat of sterling’s 

collapse without dollar support forced first a ceasefire and then the 

withdrawal of the Anglo-French forces, to be replaced by a ‘peace- 

keeping’ contingent under United Nations authority. Eden’s health now 

collapsed and so did his premiership. The confrontation with Nasser, 

on which he was set, consigned him to oblivion and raised Nasser to 

power as the pan-Arab hero.?° In less than two years, the Iraqi regime 

on which Eden’s policy was centred had been destroyed in a coup. The 

British fell back on Southern Arabia and the Gulf. The British ‘moment’ 

in the Middle East, when they had been the authors and arbiters of its 

regional politics, was over. 

‘Anthony, are you out of your mind?’ was how Eisenhower put 

it to Eden when he learnt of the British invasion. There was certainly 

much about Eden’s conduct of policy that was reckless and irregular. He 

chose to ignore the widespread misgivings among both his military and 

his diplomatic advisers over the use of force against Nasser: whether 

it was justified legally and morally; whether it was practicable mili- 

tarily; whether it could work politically to produce a replacement for 

Nasser; whether it would wreck Britain’s standing in the Arab Middle 

East more surely than compromise, however unpalatable. Eden’s secre- 

tive style, the exclusion of almost all of his expert advisers, his highly 

strung manner, the rough edge of his tongue, and his over-vehement 

language, unnerved many who saw him as to his balance and judgment. 

If it had been known more widely that he had concealed his intentions 

from Washington’s eyes, let alone colluded with France in an Israeli 

invasion, opposition to his policy inside and outside the government 
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would have been much greater. Eden was unlucky that his Suez expe- 

dition coincided with the popular uprising in Hungary. This raised the 

temperature of East-West relations and fuelled Washington’s fury at 

the ill-timed embarrassment to Western diplomacy that Eden inflicted. 

But his misjudgment of Eisenhower was a catastrophic mistake, and so 

was the assumption — on Macmillan’s advice soon retracted in panic — 

that sterling was strong enough to ride the political storm. 

But should Eden’s actions be seen as the great aberration in 

Britain’s last phase of imperial power? Only if we subscribe to the his- 

torical myth of ‘managed decline’. In this fanciful tale, (most) British 

leaders responded pragmatically to the symptoms of weakness: pulling 

back here; devolving power there; carefully cutting their coat to the 

available cloth; steering their bark towards the safety of Europe. Eden 

stands out as the reactionary relic, impervious to reason. But the tortu- 

ous approach march to the crisis at Suez (and not just the crisis itself) 

gives little comfort to this sanctimonious legend. The assumption that 

Nasser could and should be removed extended far beyond Eden. Eden 

himself had been the apostle of pragmatism in the wearying struggle for 

an Anglo-Egyptian agreement. At the Geneva conference in 1954, his 

restraining influence on the United States, and his support for a com- 

promise peace, played a key role in bringing the first Indochina war 

to an end. His metamorphosis into a war-mongering imperialist less 

than eighteen months later seems hard to explain. Invoking his health, 

or his need to appear ‘strong’ for party political reasons, may have 

some virtue but misses the main point. For Eden had always been clear 

that settling the Anglo-Egyptian dispute would mark a new phase in 

Britain’s Middle Eastern diplomacy, but not a retreat. With the Canal 

base disposed of, and Egyptian resentment subsiding, the British would 

be in a far better position to ‘manage’ the region’s affairs. He was 

acutely aware of how vital it was to make good Britain’s claim to be 

the regional ‘guardian’. Without it, the influence he was able to wield 

(not least at Geneva) was bound to decline sharply, while American 

power would rise in proportion. He was convinced from the outset 

(so his actions suggest) that the British position, already under siege 

from American, Soviet and Arab nationalist pressure, could not survive 

Nasser’s challenge, and certainly not once he took the Canal. Eden’s 

tragedy was that most of the means to bring Nasser to heel had already 

dissolved — the hidden lesson of 1954. The informal ‘empire-by—treaty’ 

which he had hoped to construct was already dying or dead. It was the 
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frantic effort to revive it that led to the desperate measures, and even 
more desperate failure, of October-November 1956. 

No end of a lesson? 

‘Let us admit it fairly as a business people should, We have had no end 

of a lesson: it will do us no end of good.’ This was Rudyard Kipling’s 

harsh comment on the failings and blunders that the Boer War had 

exposed.?' Its key phrase was adopted by Anthony Nutting (Eden’s 

junior minister at the Foreign Office, who had resigned in protest at 

his policy) as the title of his book published ten years after the crisis.9” 

For Kipling, the point of the lesson was to waken British opinion to 

its imperial duty. ‘We have had an Imperial lesson. It may make us an 

Empire yet.’ For the ‘Suez generation’, perhaps the lesson was different: 

bleaker for those who were still deeply attached to an imperial destiny; 

salutary for those who were anxious to escape from the futile pursuit of 

imperial power, and the deadweight of tradition it laid (so they thought) 

on British society. 

Suez has been seen very widely as the real turning point in 

Britain’s post-war attempt to remain a great power. The crushing humil- 

iation of the premature ceasefire; the enforced withdrawal of British and 

French troops; the public excoriation at the United Nations; the open 

breach with the United States; and Eden’s fall as prime minister (even 

if masked by ill-health): these were misfortunes that befell lesser pow- 

ers, not one of the Big Three that had won the Second World War. 

Suez on this count appears as the end of illusion: a brutal exposure of 

geopolitical realities in a ‘superpower’ world. Suez marked the pricking 

of the Churchillian bubble: the belief that Britain could intervene deci- 

sively in world affairs, when and if it chose. Yet it is doubtful how far 

British leaders drew such an apocalyptic conclusion or abandoned their 

great power mentality. It has also been argued that Britain’s defeat over 

Suez was the trigger for the rapid withdrawal from colonial respon- 

sibilities that set in after 1960. That too may be too simple a view. 

Official opinion had long since accepted that maintaining colonial rule 

against mass opposition, or the resistance of local political leaders, 

was counter-productive at best. Independence for Ghana, Malaya and 

Nigeria, and increasing self-government in most other colonies, were 

agreed as objectives well before Suez. The conversion of ‘empire’ into 
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a self-governing ‘Commonwealth’ had been loudly proclaimed as the 

keystone of policy. And, although the disaster of Suez might have made 

British governments more nervous about the risks of military action, it 

did not deter them from keeping their existing commitments in Aden, 

South Arabia and the Persian Gulf as well as in Southeast Asia after 

1960, although the military burden these imposed began to rise steeply. 

Nor did it discourage the confident view that British power was suffi- 

cient to delay self-rule in East Africa until ‘safe’ successor regimes had 

emerged on the scene. 

It may be more plausible to see the domestic divisions over Suez 

as heralding a more sceptical view of the value of Empire to Britain. The 

prestige and appeal of ‘imperial attitudes’ had suffered severely: to mock 

or attack them had become somewhat safer. Suez in that sense might 

almost be thought of as the domestic equivalent to the loss of Singapore 

in 1942. After Singapore’s fall, recalled the novelist J. G. Ballard, then 

a youthful internee in Shanghai, ‘Chinese shopkeepers, French dentists 

and Sikh school-bus drivers made disparaging remarks about British 

power’.®3 After Suez, an alternative view of Britain’s place in the world, 

no longer ‘great’, no longer imperial, could not be lightly dismissed. 

Indeed, some six months before the Suez invasion was launched, the 

BBC had screened a series of programmes titled ‘We the British: Are We 

in Decline?’, a question to which the first (on colonial wars) had replied 

with a disconcertingly definite yes.24 Yet it took considerably longer 

before it seemed wise to assume that the imperial idea (in however 

diluted a form) no longer commanded wide public loyalty. 

From our vantage point some fifty years later, the ‘logic’ of 

Suez was to show how constrained British power had become. Eden 

had struggled to maintain at least the appearance of parity with the 

United States. Britain’s Middle East role had been crucial to this. The 

defeat over Suez had a dual implication. It revealed the grim truth that 

to incur serious disapproval in Washington would place any British gov- 

ernment in considerable danger, while the collapse of British influence 

in the Middle East region simultaneously shrivelled the leverage that 

London could exert on its superpower partner. Henceforth, Britain’s 

place in great power diplomacy would depend even more on a rhetor- 

ical ‘leadership’, on a confident voice influencing global opinion, and 

on the reinvention of empire as a beneficent legacy, a school of sta- 

ble democracy. It may have been this that made Harold Macmillan, an 

actor to his fingertips, a more attractive successor to Eden than his main 
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Conservative rival, R. A. Butler. Only very gradually did British lead- 
ers begin to accept that the adventure of Suez had made them ‘Public 

Enemy Number One’ in the eyes of much of the world.95 

Secondly, Suez revealed the continued fragility of the sterling 

economy. “Whatever longer term effects Suez may prove to have on the 

economy’, the Governor of the Bank of England told Harold Macmil- 

lan soon after, ‘it has certainly had the immediate effect of laying bare 

to the public eye, both at home and abroad, some of the weaknesses 

of which we have long been conscious.’”® It was a strident reminder 

that diplomatic isolation could disrupt economic and financial stabil- 

ity, and thus hopes of recovery. London had always depended on flows 

of ‘hot money’ — short-term deposits by overseas lenders, placed there 

for convenience or to exploit higher interest rates. They made London 

more ‘liquid’, and were a profitable adjunct to the City’s other activ- 

ities. Before 1914, fears of conflict or crisis would usually drive ‘hot 

money’ towards London, not away. By 1939, the strength of the dollar 

meant that New York was a haven, so the prospect of Britain’s involve- 

ment in war drained money westwards. But the danger this posed was 

reduced by the scale of Britain’s overseas assets and it took defeat in 

the European war of 1939-40 to make it acute. In 1956, however, 

no ‘cushion’ of assets was there to protect sterling from anxious or 

speculative selling — and the Chancellor of the Exchequer from his 

descent into panic. In fact, it seems likely that Macmillan exaggerated 

the loss of sterling reserves, through muddle or deliberately.?” But fear 

of falling short of the minimum floating balance for the sterling area 

was undoubtedly real.?° As long as sterling’s fixed value was the centre- 

piece of their policy, British governments were desperately vulnerable to 

the threat of a ‘run’, whether imagined or real. Eden’s successors knew 

how quickly sterling’s weakness could disable a policy that offended 

the White House. 

Thirdly, Suez exposed the divisions that would make themselves 

felt if London resorted to unilateral action internationally — the alliance 

with France cut little ice with the critics of Suez. It might have been 

true that Eden’s opponents at home were more vocal than numerous, 

and that he enjoyed the support of a silent majority. The protracted 

delay before he took action may have amplified doubts and multiplied 

doubters. But the torrent of criticism showed that ‘liberal internation- 

alism’ — faith in collective action and the ‘rule of law’ — enjoyed wide 

public support, not least among the elite. Ignoring its precepts risked 
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the corrosion of a government’s moral authority, and made it more 

vulnerable to external pressures. Division at home was mirrored in the 

Commonwealth. Among the Commonwealth countries, only Australia 

and New Zealand gave Eden full backing. The Liberal government in 

Canada, mindful of Washington’s views, and traditionally mistrustful 

of Britain’s Middle Eastern adventures, expressed deep reservations. 

Nehru’s opposition was vehement.?? It could hardly be doubted that, 

if they wanted the Commonwealth to reflect British influence, British 

leaders would have to take care not to upset its new member states, 

henceforth mainly Asian and African. Old-fashioned imperialism (of 

the Suez variety) would be self-defeating at best. 

Fourthly, Suez suggested the limits of British military power. 

In 1882, they had landed from the Canal, scattering the Egyptians at 

Tel el-Kebir before entering Cairo to install a puppet regime. In 1956, 

they occupied (most of) the Canal Zone alongside the French. But there 

would be no knock-out blow and no Egyptian collapse.'°° The British 

faced a tougher regime, an urban environment and a hostile population. 

Nor could they count on their regional allies where the popular mood 

was one of Arab nationalist outrage: their bases in Libya (perfect for 

use against Egypt) could not be used.'°' Their military action was then 

brusquely called off on Washington’s orders. Suez seemed to show 

that the age of colonial ‘expeditions’ had passed. It was one thing to 

engage in counter-insurgency (as in Malaya, Kenya or Cyprus) or to 

defend a frontier against foreign incursions (as the British were to do in 

Kuwait, Borneo and Oman). But invading a recalcitrant state to defend 

British interests was now beyond British strength. Of course, this was a 

symptom not just of military weakness but of geopolitical change. 1956 

marked a shift in superpower competition. The dual crisis set off by the 

Soviet invasion of Hungary and the Anglo-French intervention in Egypt 

signalled a new phase of Cold War. It confirmed the effective partition 

of Europe between two grand ‘protectors’. But it was also the moment 

at which Soviet—-American rivalry began to extend much more widely 

in the ex- (or nearly ex-) colonial world. The British had their part in 

this new global struggle, but they had to observe the new rules of the 

game. It was more important than ever to show that the West was the 

nationalists’ friend. Independent Afro-Asia must not turn to the East. 

Colonialism’s aim should be to wind itself up, as a finishing school 

for Afro-Asia’s new nation-states. The other ground-rule was just as 

important. Deploying British troops against mass political movements 
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had always been risky, and was rarely favoured in London. By the late 

1950s, to be trapped in a struggle against any popular movement with 

no end in sight and no local allies seemed the worst possible option. 

We will see in the next chapter how London reacted to the threat of 

this happening. 

It might be deduced from these objective conditions that a 

British world-system could survive in some form, at least for a while. 

But it could have no real independence while the Cold War persisted (as 

Churchill had seen) and could face no serious opposition. Its internal 

solidarity (as a grouping of Commonwealth countries) was bound to 

be fragile. The burden on Britain, economic and military, was bound 

to be large. Yet British leaders, however shrewd and pragmatic, saw 

little choice but to press on. Why they did so, and what happened, is 

the theme of what follows. 



14 _RELUGTANT RETREAT, 1959-1968 

The most curious aspect of the British reaction to Suez, once the imme- 

diate drama had passed, was the mood of public indifference. There 

was no grand debate about Britain’s place in the world, no official 

inquiry into what had gone wrong. Neither main party showed any 

desire to rake over the details, perhaps because even those most against 

Eden’s policy realised how deeply the crisis had divided British public 

opinion. Instead, all sides seemed anxious to treat it as an unfortu- 

nate accident, or as Eden’s personal tragedy, as if the whole episode 

could be laid at his door. A desire to avoid any further embarrass- 

ment, or perhaps some awareness of what an inquiry might reveal, 

may explain this response. But what seems even more curious is that, 

after such a defeat, British leaders still showed an extraordinary faith 

that, with its sails duly trimmed, Britain must remain a world power. 

For, despite the conventional view that they hastened to scuttle their 

remaining commitments and fall back upon Europe, the reverse was 

the case. The dream of a British world-system, updated and mod- 

ernised, haunted Harold Macmillan, prime minister 1957-63. A less 

robust version, more anaemic and ethereal, bewitched Harold Wilson, 

who led the Labour government of 1964-70. The rapidity with which 

what remained of the Empire was wound up politically, far from being 

planned, was a painful surprise. Official opinion had intended a ‘man- 

aged’ withdrawal, with a ‘transfer of power’ to carefully chosen ‘mod- 

erates’. Constitutional change would proceed on a schedule, and local 

politicians would have to ‘earn’ each incremental advance by displaying 

their fitness to govern. Respect for the institutions with which a benev- 

olent Britain had endowed them, and a desire to maintain some form 

of ‘British connection’, would be the test of this. But, when these plans 

began to unravel, British policy fell into confusion. Behind the facade 
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of memoranda and minutes, official anxiety sometimes bordered on 
panic. By the time that a general withdrawal from Britain’s eastern 

commitments was eventually ordered in January 1968 (to take effect 

three years later), the familiar conception of a British world policy, 

inherited from the late Victorians, had almost completely dissolved. 

Amid a blizzard of vacuous reports into what Britain’s interests now 

were, a future in Europe (as yet undefined) seemed the only fixed point 

on which (almost) all could agree. 

Why was it possible to go on believing in a British world-system 

(however constrained) in the later 1950s? In fact, as is often the case, the 

logic of their situation appeared quite different to contemporaries who 

had no means of predicting the scale and speed of geopolitical change. 

Far from enforcing a drastic rethink, that logic encouraged their hopes 

of renewal and prolonged a Churchillian view of Britain’s ‘manifest 

destiny’ for nearly a decade. The main source of hope was the rapid 

resumption of friendly relations across the Atlantic. Washington’s fury 

at Suez was quickly assuaged. The growth of superpower competition 

and Khrushchev’s global ambitions made the British too useful an ally 

to fall out with for long. Their curious attachment to an ‘independent’ 

nuclear deterrent could be safely indulged: indeed, it quickly led London 

to scrap its own missile programme for an American substitute. From 

the British viewpoint, this was a huge reassurance that, if they avoided 

the sort of catastrophic misjudgment of which Eden was guilty, they 

would enjoy the support — diplomatic and material — which they now 

knew was essential. It reinforced their belief that what remained of their 

empire, if properly managed, was an invaluable asset as the Cold War 

expanded. The process of transition from an empire of rule to an empire 

of influence was as yet incomplete. In plenty of places, a decade might 

be needed before a suitable class of political leaders could be trained 

up for the work of representative government. Nor was it obvious that 

colonial authority was bound to break down in the foreseeable future. 

Where it was still a ‘going concern’, it was hard to imagine its sudden 

displacement or who might push it aside. Constitutional change was 

essential. But it was easy to think that London held the initiative and 

could settle the timing. 

In holding these views, British leaders were in tune with the 

main stream of public opinion. Another Suez adventure would have led 

to an outcry. But belief that Britain held a special place in the world 

was still deeply embedded in popular attitudes. This was only partly a 
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residue of the imperial past. It also sprang from the feeling that Britain’s 

parliamentary, industrial and cultural achievements embodied a wealth 

of experience and conferred a moral authority that no other country 

could match. No one could doubt (this was the premise) that British 

institutions were best, and that British motives for fostering them were 

altruistic and disinterested. A hasty withdrawal — as had happened in 

Palestine — might be forced by necessity. But it should not be a ‘policy’ 

or a deliberate plan. And, in the late r950s, one other force was at 

work. Britain was still in the grip of its ‘post-war’ mood and mentality. 

A heroic conception of the British war against Hitler pervaded both 

popular culture and middle-class attitudes. It was purveyed by film, 

a huge war literature and an array of children’s comics, then at the 

height of their influence before the full advent of television.’ Settling 

instead for a secondary role in the world was not easy to square with 

the service and sacrifice of Dunkirk, the Battle of Britain, the Blitz, 

Alamein or the D-Day invasion. It was an historical irony that patriotic 

support for some version of empire had been nourished by the war that 

had destroyed its foundations. 

White hopes in Black Africa 

One of the main justifications for retaining Britain’s presence in the 

Middle East after 1945 had been that it would help to protect Sub- 

Saharan Africa from Soviet intrusion and subversion. Even Attlee, who 

had opposed staying on there in 1946-7, had imagined a neutralised 

Middle East as a ‘glacis of desert and Arabs’, barring the way to the 

valuable — and defensible — British sphere in Africa. Far beyond Attlee, 

and far beyond Whitehall, Africa’s importance was now on the rise. 

With the loss of India, and all that it had meant for British power 

and prestige, Africa became the main theatre for constructive imperial 

energy. 

Three kinds of assumptions helped to entrench what appears in 

retrospect a romantic delusion, cherished as much on the Left as on the 

Right in British politics. The first was that Sub-Saharan Africa was still a 

safe geopolitical niche, sheltered from the storms of the post-war world. 

Without a bridgehead in the Middle East, the Soviet Union lacked the 

will or the means to exert any influence in the African colonies, British, 

French, Portuguese or Belgian. Geographical access from the Soviet 
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bloc was very restricted. Colonial Africa lay well behind the front-line 
in the emerging Cold War. There was little need for the British to take 
much account of external pressures on a continent still largely frozen in 

diplomatic time. Secondly, Africa’s politics remained on the face of it 

extraordinarily placid. The political legacy of the inter-war years in the 

British dependencies had been ‘indirect rule’. The effect was to localise 

political life and marginalise those who wanted states and nations on 

the Western model. Colonial Africa thus lagged far behind Asia. There 

was nothing to compare with the vast popular movements that had 

revolutionised politics in India, China, Indonesia and Vietnam before 

and during the Second World War. Hence it was widely assumed that 

Africans were still in their political innocence. Their ideas and habits 

could be formed and moulded by the adept use of tutelage. Unlike 

Asians (‘Asiatics’ remained common usage in the 1950s), with their 

tenacious traditions, complex religiosity and hyper-sensitive cultures 

(to which the intensity of ‘Asiatic nationalism’ was usually attributed), 

Africans seemed likely to embrace Western modernity with much less 

ambivalence. So the colonial mission would be much easier, as well as 

more satisfying, than it had been in Asia. 

Thirdly, there was Africa’s place in the world economy. In the 

depressed 1930s, African resources had attracted little interest (with 

the exception of gold). But the Second World War and its turbulent 

aftermath transformed the prospects of its export commodities. In the 

era of shortage and Britain’s ‘dollar famine’, they assumed a vast new 

importance. Colonial producers, after all, could be paid in inconvertible 

‘soft’ sterling and at prices prescribed by official ‘marketing boards’. 

Strategic minerals like uranium, copper and tin; foodstuffs like cocoa 

and vegetable oils; and tobacco (the one indispensable luxury in the age 

of austerity): all were urgently needed to speed Britain’s recovery, ease 

the pangs of denial, earn dollars or save them. Modernising the colonial 

economies became an Official priority. Partitioned in haste, ruled on a 

shoestring, colonial Africa had come into its own. And with the richest 

parts — if not the largest share — of Sub-Saharan Africa, the British could 

expect to profit the most from this reversal of fortune. 

The easy assumption that political change would proceed at 

worst on a leisurely timetable, allowing plenty of time for a controlled 

experiment in social and economic reform, did not last long. Within 

fifteen years of the end of the war, British power in Africa was in a 

state of collapse. Between 1960 and 196s, it vanished altogether. But, 
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although the symptoms of weakness can be detected much earlier, it 

was surprisingly late before the loss of British authority had become 

a political fact and not a fear, a hope or a rumour. It is sometimes 

supposed that the British withdrawal was a serial affair: marked by the 

orderly transfer of power to successor regimes by due constitutional 

process. And so it was on the surface, with one crucial exception. The 

reality was that British plans for transition were swept away by the 

crises that afflicted much of the continent from early 1959 onwards, so 

that in the event the British departure was at best hasty and improvised 

where it did not break down altogether (as over Southern Rhodesia). 

Yet, until the crises set in, it had seemed quite realistic to treat colo- 

nial Africa as a cluster of regions, with different demands, different 

solutions and different political clocks. Hence the British applied dif- 

ferent rules and imposed different timetables in the three main divisions 

of their African empire: in ‘British West Africa’, where there were no 

white settlers or major strategic interests; in the East African territories, 

where the settler interest was vocal (in Kenya), absent (in Uganda) or 

muted (in Tanganyika, a United Nations trust territory); and in South 

Central Africa, where a self-governing settler colony (Southern Rhode- 

sia) was yoked in 1953 to the two ‘Northern’ protectorates, in one of 

which (Northern Rhodesia) the settler population was rapidly growing 

with the boom on the Copperbelt. Looming over British interests (and 

also their thinking) was the fourth great component of Britain’s African 

imperium. The Union of South Africa was a fully self-governing domin- 

ion, and a sovereign state (unlike Southern Rhodesia). After 1948, it 

had an Afrikaner nationalist government. But, in the long view from 

London, it was a quarrelsome, irritating, but exceptionally valuable 

partner in the defence of what remained of British world power. The 

hope that its British connections (including the 40 per cent of whites 

who were ‘English’, i.e. English-speaking) would help liberalise its 

politics was not given up until after 1960. 

By the mid-1950s (as we saw earlier), the British had accepted 

the need to stage a more or less rapid transfer of power in their main 

West African colonies, the Gold Coast (now Ghana) and Nigeria. 

Failure to press on in this direction, the Colonial Secretary told his 

Cabinet colleagues in September 1953, ‘would bring to an end settled 

government by consent and forfeit the goodwill towards the United 

Kingdom and the desire to retain the British connection which are 

common to all parties in the Gold Coast’.* Two years later, as the tim- 

ing of independence was gradually finalised, it was the crudeness and 
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immaturity of the Gold Coast leadership that worried British observers. 
It was highly likely, concluded one, that Nkrumah would want to assert 

his new freedom in ‘embarrassing’ ways.3 But the die had been cast. 

The British forced Nkrumah to decentralise power to the regions (he 

faced strong opposition in the old Ashanti protectorate) before inde- 

pendence was granted. He also agreed to remain in the sterling area — 

perhaps in the hope of getting funds for development. British person- 

nel were retained in the army and civil service. But the main British 

interest was that the Gold Coast should be a more or less respectable 

ex-colony, with a regime that would hold its disparate parts together — 

a task for which Nkrumah seemed better suited than any alternative 

leader. In Nigeria, meanwhile, the main British concern was to keep the 

southern regions in step with the northern. Here, too, they saw little 

future in denying the political leaders thrown up by the widening of 

electoral politics after 1945. As in the Gold Coast, they found that this 

new form of politics was far harder to manage than they had originally 

thought. Its practitioners proved to be surprisingly adept at exploiting 

resentment against the colonial state. Indeed, in its new role as agrar- 

ian reformer, productivity raiser and controller of prices, colonial rule 

was a much bigger target than in the inter-war years. The difficulty lay 

not in constructing a Gold Coast-type bargain with southern political 

leaders, but in preventing a huge gulf opening up between the forms of 

politics conceded to them and those preferred by the Muslim aristoc- 

racy who commanded the North. It hardly required the Indian case to 

show where that led. 

These differences had come to a head when the Northern lead- 

ers (where more than half of the colony’s population lived) opposed 

the Southern demand for full self-government by 1956. They feared the 

‘democratic’ appeal that the Southern politicians might make in their 

own backyard and Southern domination of a new independent feder- 

ation. British ingenuity was devoted, not to repressing the demand for 

self-rule (which was seen as impossible), but to solving the 

dilemma with which we are faced: Either to give 

independence too soon and risk disintegration and a 

breakdown of administration; or to hang on too long, risk 

ill-feeling and disturbances, and eventually to leave 

bitterness behind, with little hope thereafter of our being 

able to influence Nigerian thinking in world affairs on lines 

we would wish.4 
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Among British officials there was sharp disagreement on the 

wisdom of imposing strict constitutional rules to protect ethnic and 

religious minorities if the result was to weaken the central govern- 

ment’s ability to hold independent Nigeria together. But, when all the 

main Nigerian parties agreed at the Constitutional Conference in 1958 

that they wanted independence by 1960, the British quickly caved in. 

‘To continue to govern a discontented and possibly rebellious Nigeria’, 

remarked the Colonial Secretary, ‘would... present wellnigh insolu- 

ble administrative problems...It might even need substantial mili- 

tary forces.’’ The threat was enough. Independence was timetabled 

for October 1960. 

It is clear that the British saw no major interest was threatened 

by conceding Ghana and Nigeria their full independence. Indeed, the 

reverse was the case. Their real concern was to avoid a political break- 

down and a backlash that damaged their post-colonial influence and 

trade (around half of Nigeria’s trade was with Britain). They saw as yet 

little reason to fear the growth of rival influence in an old British sphere. 

They persuaded the Nigerians to sign a defence agreement giving them 

over-fly and staging rights. ‘Nigeria’, the Cabinet was told authorita- 

tively in February 1960, ‘will be a relatively large and stable community 

within the Commonwealth, likely to exercise increasing influence in our 

favour in the rest of Africa.’® With a ‘loyal’ Nigeria, the remaining West 

African colonies could be cheerfully shrugged off. Tiny Gambia should 

be merged with a neighbouring (francophone) state, perhaps Senegal.” 

Sierra Leone, where there were bitter divisions between the ‘Creoles’ of 

the old coastal ‘colony’ and the peoples of the interior ‘protectorate’, 

was at first considered too fractious to be allowed full independence. It 

‘will be a small weak state unless it is tied up with its neighbours’.® But 

only independence was politically practical and the promise was given 

in 1959. By mid-1960, the British seemed to have made (or be in the 

process of making) a largely successful transition from colonial master 

to post-colonial ally, from imperial rule to post-imperial influence. 

Britain’s African crisis 

Preserving East Africa for British interests and influence was a quite dif- 

ferent story. East Africa had much more strategic significance. It flanked 

the Indian Ocean where the British expected to remain the regional 
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great power even after the debacle of Suez. It provided a way round the 

so-called ‘Middle East air barrier’ once military flights over Egypt and 

other Arab states were no longer an option. It might act as a support 

base for military operations in the Persian Gulf and beyond. In Kenya, 

a vocal British settler community, whose survival was threatened by a 

resurgence of ‘barbarism’ (for this was how Mau Mau was presented 

to opinion at home), could not be abandoned. Nowhere in the region 

was there a prospective successor regime to which the colonial state 

could be safely entrusted. In Uganda, where the British were eager to 

build a strong central government to press on with the task of economic 

development, they were frustrated by the resistance of the kingdom of 

Buganda (the largest and strongest of the ‘Bantu’ kingdoms in Uganda) 

which had enjoyed considerable autonomy from the earliest days of 

the British protectorate. The kabaka (ruler) was ‘exiled’ to Britain in 

1953 and the British set out to make the Uganda Legislative Council the 

main focus of political life, partly to mobilise non-Bugandan opinion, 

partly to encourage Bugandan commoners to defy their chiefly elite. In 

Tanganyika, the aim had been to use constitutional change to keep a 

careful balance between the minority groups of Europeans and Asians 

and the African majority, which was fragmented into a large number of 

tribes. Insofar as the British had a ‘master-plan’ for East Africa, it was to 

promote an East African federation. This was the way, thought official 

opinion, to hasten economic development and to manage the conflicts 

between African, Asian and settler interests, especially in Kenya. It was 

fear of being merged into a ‘Greater East Africa’ that might give the 

settlers a voice in Buganda’s affairs that pushed the kabaka into open 

defiance and temporarily cost him his freedom. 

The British might have been cautious about change in East 

Africa, but they could not stand still. Against the Mau Mau revolt in 

Kenya, they deployed a huge machine of repression. They raised a loy- 

alist ‘home guard’ among the Kikuyu and turned a blind eye to the 

atrocities that followed.? They hanged scores of suspects, sometimes 

on evidence that was threadbare at best. They interned hundreds of 

thousands in ‘rehabilitation camps’ to sift out those deemed irreconcil- 

ably Mau Mau in sympathy. To pacify the rural unrest from which Mau 

Mau had sprung (Mau Mau wasat heart a revolt of the Kikuyu landless 

against their aggrandising chiefly class), they devised the ‘Swynnerton 

Plan’ to replace communal land rights with individual title, creating 

a class of peasant proprietors — peaceable, conservative and (it was 
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hoped) loyal. But it was also necessary to reform the political centre, 

to show ‘loyal’ Africans that loyalty paid and to push the white set- 

tlers (still the loudest voice in the colony’s politics) towards greater 

cooperation with African leaders. The Europeans, said Evelyn Baring, 

the governor, ‘with the low whisky prices and high altitude pressures 

are both irresponsible and hysterical’.'° It was vital, London thought, 

to bring Africans into the government and ‘close ranks against Mau 

Mauw’.!! At the end of 1957, a new constitution provided for fourteen 

African elected members in the Kenya legislature (giving parity with the 

European elected members) with the balance being held by twelve ‘spe- 

cially elected members’ (representing Africans, Asians and Europeans) 

chosen by the elected members. But, under the vigorous leadership of 

Tom Mboya, the African members demanded nothing less than major- 

ity rule, and, when this was rejected, boycotted the legislature. The 

threat of ‘extremism’ and a new round of civil unrest shook London’s 

nerve. When the leading settler politician, Michael Blundell (the son of 

a London solicitor), resigned from the government and announced the 

formation of a new multiracial party, the ‘New Kenya Group’, it seized 

the opportunity to announce a new constitutional conference to be held 

in London in January 1960. In Uganda, too, the effort to persuade the 

ancien régime in Buganda to support the gradual move towards an 

elective government for the whole of Uganda had reached an impasse 

by 1959. Only in Tanganyika, where both settlers and Asians were ‘of 

little account’,'* did there seem some chance of achieving London’s 

ideal solution: an elective government, ‘moderate’, ‘progressive’ and 

‘realistic’ in outlook, and willing to keep the British connection. Across 

the whole of East Africa, however, the pace of political change was 

still meant to be cautious. At the ‘Chequers meeting’, to which the East 

African governors came in January 1959, it was agreed that even inter- 

nal self-government for Tanganyika and Uganda was at least a decade 

away. Kenya was a much more difficult case: here no definite timetable 

could be laid down at all." 

There was no mistaking the anxious tone of official discus- 

sion. ‘The long term future of the African continent’, remarked Harold 

Macmillan, ‘presented a sombre picture.’'4 The British had found the 

drive to ‘modernise’ their African colonies more and more burden- 

some. They had wanted to make their colonial states more effective, 

improve the productivity of African agriculture, bring in new experts 

and impose new methods. They encountered, not surprisingly, intense 
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local suspicion and the deep-seated fear that the real meaning of change 
was a larger white presence and more white control. Neither words 

nor deeds could prevent the growth of an African ‘nationalism’ which 

promised to block the loss of African rights by expelling white power. 

More worrying still was the fact that colonial governments, theoreti- 

cally armed to the teeth with emergency powers, were poorly equipped 

to deal with large-scale unrest: the prospect of more Mau Maus aroused 

deep apprehension. A further cause for concern had appeared on the 

horizon. By the late 1950s, the advance of Soviet influence could no 

longer be ruled out and London needed to reassure Washington that 

its policies would not turn African opinion away from the West.'5 But, 

before the British could settle their next step in East Africa, the whole 

of their African policy was galvanised by a crisis. 

It broke over Nyasaland (modern Malawi), one of the three 

territories of the Central African Federation. The Federation had been 

the centrepiece of the Conservative government’s African plans since 

its establishment in 1953. It was a new ‘dominion’ in the making, 

to be set one day beside Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South 

Africa. It carried their hopes of a racial partnership between whites 

and blacks in a dynamic economy.'® But the Federation was also an 

unfinished structure, whose constitutional future had been left unre- 

solved. Southern Rhodesia was a self-governing, settler-ruled colony, 

with a ‘colour-blind’ franchise but hardly any black voters. But North- 

ern Rhodesia and Nyasaland were protectorates, administered largely 

by British officials. Among the white politicians in the Federation, it 

was taken for granted that white political leadership would continue for 

the indefinite future. They were particularly anxious that the whites in 

Northern Rhodesia, mostly clustered on the Copperbelt, should acquire 

the same political rights as those in Southern Rhodesia and control in 

effect the protectorate’s government. No one felt this more strongly 

than Roy Welensky, federal prime minister from 1956, and a North- 

ern Rhodesian white.'7 Indeed, if both Rhodesias were self-governing 

colonies, albeit still under white domination, the case for federal inde- 

pendence would become irresistible, and the whites would be able to 

force its concession. Meanwhile, London was torn between two con- 

flicting demands: to honour their ‘promise’ (by nods and winks) to grant 

the Federation its independence in 1960; and to achieve enough self- 

rule in the two northern protectorates to be able to claim that indepen- 

dence enjoyed popular (including African) backing. By the late 1950s, 
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reconciling these aims required something more than the wisdom of 

Solomon. 

Nyasaland was the storm centre because, with only a hand- 

ful of whites, it was clear that any advance towards electoral politics 

would give black politicians a much greater say in its government. 

It had been the scene of greatest resistance to the federal scheme in 

1953, and hostility to federation as a veil for white rule remained 

deeply felt. In Dr Hastings Banda, it had a political leader who enjoyed 

unchallenged command over its main popular movement, the Nyasa- 

land African Congress (NAC). When London promised to discuss 

constitutional change in 1959, Banda returned from the Gold Coast 

(where he had been working as a doctor) to lead the NAC campaign 

for an African majority in the protectorate’s legislature and (by clear 

implication) against federation. But, in March 1959, the Nyasaland 

governor, Sir Robert Armitage, who foresaw the collapse of his gov- 

ernment’s authority unless the NAC were checked, and who knew 

that his masters in London were still deeply committed to federation, 

declared an emergency. Crucially, Armitage sought to strengthen his 

case with intelligence reports of a ‘murder plot’ by the leaders of the 

NAC against government officials. The NAC was proscribed and its 

leaders (including Banda) thrown into gaol. With reinforcements from 

Northern and Southern Rhodesia, the government began to round up 

the NAC activists. But, to London’s dismay, in the operations that 

followed some fifty-one Africans were killed, nearly half in a single 

incident at Nkata Bay."® 

The scale of the violence made an inquiry inevitable. Both Lon- 

don and the federal ministers in Salisbury (modern Harare) seem to 

have expected a favourable verdict. The NAC’s ‘murder plot’, with 

its sinister echo of Mau Mau, would vindicate the measures that the 

government had taken. Anti-federation ‘nationalism’ would be heavily 

tainted with extremism and violence. With the NAC broken, African 

‘moderates’ would take the political lead. Then they could claim that 

the ‘real’ African view was no longer so hostile to a federal future. But 

London and Salisbury were utterly wrong. When the Devlin Report was 

published in July 1959 (Devlin was a leading British high court judge), 

it dismissed the murder plot as an implausible fiction, denounced the 

Nyasaland government as a ‘police state’ employing illegal and unneces- 

sary force, and (worst of all) endorsed the opinion that the vast major- 

ity of Nyasaland Africans were bitterly opposed to federation. After 
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desperate efforts to discredit Devlin’s conclusions,‘? Macmillan and his 

colleagues won the ensuing parliamentary debate. But their panic was 
real. With the almost simultaneous revelations of atrocious maltreat- 

ment at the Hola prison camp in Kenya, they feared a wave of revulsion 

from ‘middle opinion’ at home. Colonial brutality was a political alba- 

tross which the Labour opposition showed every sign of exploiting. 

In July 1959, a general election was close. And, though Macmillan 

was to score an electoral triumph in October, the scars of the summer 

remained. ‘No more Nyasalands’ became the unspoken motto of his 

African policy. 

The logic of this was that, by hook or by crook, colonial govern- 

ments must avoid confrontation and enlist the cooperation of African 

leaders. Emergency rule was a hostage to fortune that London had no 

wish to redeem. This did not mean that Macmillan was set on a rapid 

transfer of power or the swift imposition of African majority rule in 

the Federation and East Africa. Quite the reverse. His immediate step 

was to appoint Iain Macleod as the new Colonial Secretary in October 

1959, perhaps chiefly because Macleod (who had no colonial experi- 

ence at all) was free from any sentimental attachment to the colonial 

‘cause’. Macleod was liberal-minded, courageous, intellectually tough, 

ruthless, brusque and not infrequently disingenuous (whites in Cen- 

tral Africa used a different word).*° There is a pervasive myth (which 

Macleod himself fostered) that he grasped from the outset the need 

to withdraw quickly and hand over all power to African leaders. The 

archival record lends this little support. What is certainly true is that 

he saw the urgency from the British point of view of engaging African 

politicians in a constitutional process that would head off ‘extremism’ — 

the category in which he included Jomo Kenyatta*’ — and avert the 

recourse to coercion. What he came to see by the end of his tenure 

(Macmillan removed him in October 1961) was that, once the com- 

mitment was made to majority rule as a goal, and an instalment of 

power was conceded to African leaders, control was soon lost over the 

pace and direction of political change. The coercion needed to reim- 

pose imperial authority increased geometrically with each increment of 

self-rule. And so did the odium of using it. 

The first sign of this came in Tanganyika. Here Macleod had 

proposed (in November 1959) a schedule for gradual advance from 

partial self-government to reach full independence in 1968.** “Having 

yielded to [Nyerere’s] demand to have the major share of responsibility 



622 / ‘The great liner is sinking’ 

we should be on much firmer ground in resisting further premature 

changes’, he told his colleagues blithely.*3 It might even be necessary 

to put off independence beyond 1968. Eight months later, when the 

strength of Nyerere’s support was becoming more obvious, he told his 

advisers that July 1962 would be a ‘reasonable’ date for Tanganyika’s 

independence.*4 When Nyerere came to London in November 1960, 

the Colonial Secretary insisted that Tanganyika’s advance would have 

to keep step with progress towards an East African federation — still the 

grand object of Britain’s regional policy. Tanganyika ‘would only reach 

independence when the Federation became independent as a whole’.*5 

Three months later, he abandoned this condition completely. Now 

the goodwill of Nyerere and the Tanganyika African National Union 

(TANU) had become indispensable. ‘His continuance in power is vital 

to us in East Africa, and if independence by the end of December 1961 

is essential to maintain his position, I am sure we should agree.’?® It 

was, and they did. 

Much of Nyerere’s appeal to the British came from the care- 

ful ‘moderation’ of his public pronouncements and the unchallenged 

authority that he seemed to exert over a unified movement: good omens, 

they thought, for holding the territory together and keeping the British 

connection. In Uganda, the local material was a great deal less promis- 

ing. The British stuck to their aim of making a strong central state and 

bringing the kingdoms -— especially Buganda — to heel. Direct elections 

to a Uganda legislature would signal that this was where power now lay 

and encourage ‘national’ politicians to rally a following.*” The bait was 

the promise of internal self-government, the prize that would go to the 

leader who did best in the new electoral game. If the kabaka resisted, 

Macleod told his colleagues, he might have to be replaced.”® The old 

Buganda elite, said the Colonial Office sternly, would have to like it or 

lump it: it was the future.*? But Buganda did neither. Instead, its lukiko 

(or parliament) resolved to secede from the Uganda protectorate by 

the end of the year, and there were ominous signs that violence would 

follow. Meanwhile, the promised elections produced a clear winner: 

Benedict Kiwanuka and the Democratic party which appealed partic- 

ularly to Catholic Christians and especially to commoners in Buganda 

itself. But Kiwanuka was anathema to the Buganda elite, and the tem- 

perature rose. Another Nyasaland was perhaps in the making. So 

London reversed course. A breakneck inquiry unveiled a new 

scheme. Buganda was now to have ‘federal’ status, and the Buganda 
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government, not the voters, would select its representatives in the 

national parliament. Despite growing doubts over Uganda’s future 

cohesion under such a regime, London accepted this formula.3° To 

sweeten the pill, Kiwanuka was promised internal self-government in 

early 1962. But he was now an embarrassment and was duly denounced 

by an incoming governor as a threat to stability.3! His main polit- 

ical rival, Milton Obote and his Uganda People’s Congress, seized 

the chance that was offered. By allying with the kabaka, he pushed 

Kiwanuka aside. The prize of self-rule was now to be his. London was 

eager to make its escape. Its last precondition was more ‘federal’ auton- 

omy for the smaller kingdoms along Bugandan lines before it conceded 

the final transfer of power in October 1962. 

The pace had been frantic. Despite much verbal camouflage, 

this was not a planned march towards granting Uganda its nation- 

hood, but a series of zigzags and u-turns, failures and fixes. From 

late 1960 onwards, almost its sole rationale was to avert local vio- 

lence and find an African leader with a plausible claim to hold Uganda 

together. The rising chaos in the Congo, Uganda’s immediate neigh- 

bour, made this all the more urgent. London did not fear confrontation 

with Ugandan ‘nationalism’, for it scarcely existed. What it dreaded 

was being sucked into a morass of anarchy or, still worse, civil war, 

caused by (if anything) its own state-building policies. There was at 

least the advantage that Uganda’s affairs attracted little outside atten- 

tion. It was quite the opposite with Kenya. Here Macleod and Macmil- 

lan could expect the closest possible scrutiny for the dispositions they 

made: from those who championed the cause of the settlers; and those 

who denounced the appeasement of ‘darkness and death’, the Kikuyu 

‘extremism’ of which Jomo Kenyatta was still seen as leader. Macleod’s 

own approach mixed opportunism with caution. Some months before 

taking office, he had met Michael Blundell and was deeply attracted to 

the ‘non-racial’ message of his New Kenya Group (of which Macleod’s 

own younger brother, a farmer in Kenya, had become an adherent).>* 

At the Lancaster House Conference in January 1960 (promised eight 

months earlier by Macleod’s predecessor), his aim was not to propel 

Kenya quickly towards independence (on which no promise was given), 

but to build a coalition between Blundell’s supporters and ‘moderate’ 

Africans drawn in the main from outside the dominant Luo-Kikuyu 

grouping.33 Once again, the bait was a larger dose of self-government 

(and the scope that would give to attract clients and followers). To 
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lend the African ‘moderates’ some much needed credibility, there was 

a firm declaration that the goal in Kenya was no longer race parity 

but majority rule. There were encouraging signs, reported Macleod in 

May 1960, that there would be no ‘monolithic’ African party.34 When 

elections were held in early 1961, two African parties emerged: the 

Kenya African National Union (KANU), led by Mboya and Oginga 

Odinga with mainly Luo and Kikuyu support; and the Kenya African 

Democratic Union (KADU), largely supported by minority tribes. ‘I am 

delighted to read your excellent news showing firming up of support for 

a KADU based government’, wrote Macleod to the governor in April. 

‘If this comes off it will be wholly consistent with all our constitu- 

tional hopes at Lancaster House.’35 ‘I want to emphasize’, he went on, 

‘how much I welcome...a Government based primarily on KADU and 

New Kenya Party, and very good chance there seems to be of leaving 

Kenyatta behind.’ 

The ‘great prize’ in Kenya was an African government that was 

ready to work with European interests, and soothe the fear of the settlers 

that they would be robbed of their farms by land-hungry Africans. What 

London hoped also was that a ‘moderate’ governing party would suck 

supporters away from the KANU majority (KANU had won more of 

the elective seats for Africans than KADU). The KADU ministers, said 

Macleod, must be ‘backed to the hilt’ and internal self-government (and 

by implication independence) brought forward.3° This prospect soon 

crumbled. The KADU leader Ngala was desperate for more power than 

the governor would give him. To win over KANU supporters, he joined 

in the call for Kenyatta’s release. But his ministers performed poorly37 

and his tribal coalition seemed more likely than KANU to pull apart 

at the seams. There hung over all the threat of more violence (there 

were 80,000 ex-detainees in Kenya, reported The Times3*) if KANU 

were kept out of power. The governor’s efforts to foster a coalition 

broke down. The British released Kenyatta in August, and by the end 

of October he had become leader of KANU. But both London and the 

British officials in Kenya remained deeply suspicious of his methods 

and motives and convinced of his guilt as a prime mover in Mau Mau. 

To escape from the deadlock (and avoid an emergency), there were 

fanciful schemes for a federal Kenya. London clung to the dream of an 

East African federation to dilute Kenya’s ethnic and racial divisions. A 

new constitutional conference was to be convened in the spring. Before 
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it met, a new Colonial Secretary, Reginald Maudling, confronted his 
colleagues with some unpalatable truths. 

The object of the conference, he told them bluntly, was to pave 

the way for independence, strewn as it was with many difficulties and 

dangers. ‘It is not possible for us, even if we wished, to secure the 

continuance of European political power in Kenya... Arithmetic and 

African nationalism are against this. The best we can hope to achieve 

is the orderly transfer of power so a securely-based and 

African-dominated Government which is genuinely anxious 

to see Kenya develop as a modern state to avoid chaos, civil 

war and a relapse into tribalism... Nor is it likely that we 

shall see in Kenya a Government which is actively 

pro-Western in its foreign policy. The most we can expect is 

one which is not committed to either side in the East-West 

struggle and one which... does not offer too many 

opportunities for exploitation and penetration by the 

Communist powers.>? 

‘Over everything broods the threat of Mau Mau, the influ- 

ence of the ex-detainees in [KANU] and the persistence of personal 

violence.’4° London still schemed to engineer a split within KANU to 

isolate Kenyatta and the ‘men of violence and communist contacts’.4" 

But the hope was forlorn. A new constitution promised universal suf- 

frage and internal self-government but without producing agreement 

between the Kenya politicians or assuaging the fears of minority tribes 

and European settlers. But as Maudling had hinted, the initiative now 

lay with the leaders of KANU, and in fact with Kenyatta. It was Keny- 

atta’s command over his quarrelsome colleagues that procured at long 

last in October 1963 a settlement that satisfied the minority tribes and 

lifted the threat of a communal war. With a huge sigh of relief, London 

completed the transfer of power before the end of the year. 

Just as they found in Tanganyika and Uganda, the British dis- 

covered in Kenya that the offer of internal self-government was a run- 

away train that refused to stop at the stations they built or to pick up 

the passengers they meant it to carry. What made Kenya so stressful 

was the threat of extreme violence and the vulnerable position of the 

European settlers whose fate was bound to arouse close attention at 
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home. From late 1961 onwards (and perhaps even earlier), the British 

were no longer in power in Kenya. They had become brokers. They 

lacked the will to repress a fresh insurrection and dreaded an outbreak 

before they withdrew. The highest card in their hand was Kenyatta’s 

reluctance to risk civil war, and his hope of attaining an agreed inde- 

pendence and the constitutional legitimacy that was in London’s gift. 

It proved just enough. 

It was, however, in Central and Southern Africa that the British 

had most to lose. This was where the bulk of their economic interests 

lay. Here, in the Rhodesias and South Africa, there were together per- 

haps some 1.5 million people of British stock and sympathies, as well as 

a long connection with African elites who (in varying degrees) admired 

British institutions and values. The British government’s diplomatic 

representative in South Africa was also a proconsul who supervised the 

so-called ‘High Commission Territories’ (today’s Botswana, Lesotho 

and Swaziland) that London refused to hand over to the white-ruled 

Union. Of the Central African Federation’s three territorial units, two 

remained for most purposes (including law and order) under White- 

hall’s control and that of its men on the spot. Despite some reservations 

about how the Afrikaner Nationalist government in Pretoria might 

behave in a world crisis, it was assumed that both South Africa and 

the new Federation would be Britain’s regional allies, and provide the 

critical link (both air and sea) between Britain itself and its partners 

and interests in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific. Like Australia 

and New Zealand, they would go on being part of what had once been 

called the ‘Southern British World’. But, between the late 1950s and 

the mid-1960s, this quasi-imperial connection vanished almost com- 

pletely. The long British ‘moment’ in South-Central Africa ended. Its 

post-imperial ‘relic’ — the rebel white colony of (Southern) Rhodesia — 

was a galling reminder of how far and how fast Britain’s power in the 

region had fallen. 

The onset of crisis had been signalled (as Macmillan and his 

ministers were already aware) by the Nyasaland Emergency. It drove 

home the lesson that rule by coercion had gone up sharply in price - 

locally, internationally and in domestic politics as well. But the strife 

in Nyasaland had another dimension. It turned the future of the Fed- 

eration into an urgent and highly controversial matter. London was 

already committed to ‘review’ the question of the Federation’s inde- 

pendence (the long-standing demand of its white settler leaders) in 
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1960: it was this that provoked the Nyasaland protest. Now it had to 
decide how to conduct that review in light of the findings of the Devlin 

Report: that African hostility to the Federation was total, and could 

only be stemmed by rule based on force. To make matters worse, any 

concession that was made to the Nyasaland Africans, perhaps a louder 

voice in the protectorate’s affairs, could not be withheld (or not very 

easily) from the African majority in Northern Rhodesia, where anti- 

Federation feeling was almost as strong. But, if doubt were cast on the 

adherence of Northern Rhodesia — with its mineral wealth and sub- 

stantial white population of some 70,000 — the Federation was as good 

as dead. 

It is sometimes suggested that, by late 1959, Macmillan and 

Macleod had decided to ditch federation as a useless encumbrance and 

push ahead as fast as they could with majority rule in the two northern 

protectorates. Two schools of thought converge on this judgment: those 

who believe that the Federation was betrayed by these two Machiavellis; 

and those who admire their ‘realistic’ appraisal that African nationalism 

was an unstoppable force. But though the archive reveals much double- 

talk and evasion, it stops well short of supporting this view. Nor is 

this surprising. Between 1959 and 1961, the British had good reasons 

not to want its demise: by 1962, perhaps, they had given up hope. 

Whatever its defects as a parliamentary democracy, the Federation was 

a bulwark of Western interests and influence with its own air force and 

army. ‘We should surely lean towards [Welensky] as far as is possible 

without compromising the discharge of our responsibilities towards the 

black peoples’, wrote one of the prime minister’s closest aides with this 

fact in mind towards the end of 1958.4* The African leaders were an 

unknown quantity, and, when Macleod met Hastings Banda in April 

1960, his account was derisive. ‘He is a very vain and ignorant man’, 

he told Macmillan.43 Nyasaland was impoverished, but entrusting the 

Copperbelt to an untried African government was a different matter 

entirely. Thirdly, if the Federation were demolished, the commercial 

and political links between its three units might break up completely, 

setting back the whole region’s economic development and its hopes 

of stability. Fourthly, there was a practical question: it had not been 

easy to make the Federation: to pull it apart meant crossing a legal, 

constitutional and political minefield, with the prospect of ambush by 

the well-organised lobby of the Federation’s British supporters. Last, 

and by no means least, if London threw the Federation over the side, 
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what remained of its influence with the whites in South Africa would 

likely go with it. There is much to suggest that Macmillan himself was 

deeply mindful of this. 
Yet, if the Federation was to continue, a decision on its future 

could not be delayed. Amongst white settler opinion (which looked 

enviously south at white South African ‘freedom’) there was a furious 

impatience to achieve the full independence already given or promised 

to the West African colonies. Most whites regarded the colonial admin- 

istrations in the two northern protectorates as archaic survivals, under- 

mining the influence of the federal government and encouraging African 

hopes of its eventual destruction. Without swift independence from 

London, it might be too late to check what they thought of as ‘extreme’ 

African nationalism sweeping down from the north. In Southern Rhode- 

sia, where the whites already enjoyed almost complete independence, 

a powerful body disliked federation as a ball and chain holding them 

back from gaining full sovereignty. In April 1959, at the same time as 

they set up the Devlin enquiry, the Macmillan government extracted 

the grudging agreement of Sir Roy Welensky, the federal prime min- 

ister, to an ‘advisory commission’ to make recommendations on the 

Federation’s future and (implicitly) on its prospects of independence. 

It was the only way, Macmillan insisted, to remove the issue from the 

party arena at home, and dampen the furore set off by the Central 

African emergencies.*4 ‘We are your staunch friends’, he told Welen- 

sky, ‘and are with you on convincing the world that your Federation is 

a splendid conception with a great and honourable future.’45 When he 

met the Federal ministers during his African tour in January—February 

1960, Macmillan repeated the argument that the commission would 

allow the Federation’s virtues to be properly seen; its dissolution, he 

said, would be a disaster.4° But it was during his visit that Macmillan 

revealed that London intended to release Hastings Banda, regarded in 

Salisbury as the evil genius behind all African opposition. 

Even in hindsight, decoding British intentions is far from 

straightforward despite the abundance of documentation that is now 

available. This is partly because there were sharp divisions in Whitehall, 

inside the Conservative party and within the Cabinet. The Federation’s 

future became a political battleground that briefly threatened to divide 

the Conservatives as much as the question of India had done in the 

1930s. Macmillan was anxious not to enrage the party’s powerful right 

wing, where sympathy for a white-ruled federation was still deeply 
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entrenched. He was also afraid of the Federation’s becoming a party 
political issue, exposing him to Labour and Liberal attack. Despite his 
warm words to Welensky, he wanted to keep a distance between them, 

to keep up the pressure for political change, and uphold Britain’s claim 

to stand for the progressive extension of African political rights. To 

keep all these balls in the air, Macmillan deployed a highly flexible 

language, at once evasive and cloying. However, Banda’s release was 

a critical moment. Macleod as Colonial Secretary insisted that Banda 

must be set free in time to give evidence to the Monckton Advisory 

Commission. After furious arguments with the Nyasaland government 

and the Federal ministers, as well as within Whitehall, Macleod’s will 

prevailed (he had threatened resignation). But his motive was not simply 

to speed Nyasaland on its way to a separate independence. Macleod was 

convinced that he could separate Banda from his extremist lieutenants. 

‘The hard core does NOT include Banda’, he told Macmillan.47 Banda, 

he thought, would accept the need to keep Nyasaland calm. He might 

even be willing to give up his opposition to federation.*® To help to per- 

suade him, Macleod proposed a reform of the Nyasaland constitution 

that would give the appearance of an African majority in its legislature — 

a cautious reform that even Welensky was prepared to approve.*? For 

Northern Rhodesia, he favoured a similar tactic, although here he ran 

foul of the settler politicians who already enjoyed considerable power 

and were fiercely opposed to even the shadow of majority rule. Macleod 

continued to regard federation as the best solution — the view he had 

held in December 1959.5° ‘If we were left to ourselves’, he wrote to 

Macmillan, ‘we could make a success of Federation as I am sure it will 

be re-defined by Walter Monckton... But I am very much afraid that 

[Welensky’s] United Federal Party think of Federation and of their own 

Party as one and the same thing, and will in the end be too stubborn 

for our efforts.’5' 

So far as London had a coherent aim, it was to try to manoeu- 

vre towards a ‘reformed’ federation that would command the assent 

of ‘moderate’ whites and blacks. This was what the Monckton Com- 

mission was meant to promote. Its report acknowledged the ‘almost 

pathological’ dislike of the African majority towards the Federation.** 

But it also insisted that the multiracial partnership it was meant to 

embody was too important to fail. The solution lay in devolving most 

powers except external affairs, defence, and general economic policy 

to three territorial governments; conceding black majority rule to the 
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northern protectorates; and instigating a drastic liberalisation of South- 

ern Rhodesia’s discriminatory laws. But it was heavy political going. 

The Federal Review Conference in December 1960, attended by most 

of the main Central African parties, black and white, quickly broke 

down. The following year, London forced through a new constitution 

for Northern Rhodesia designed with intricate care to yield the appear- 

ance of a black majority but deny it real power except in alliance with 

moderate whites, in effect the ‘officials’ nominated by the governor.» 

Meanwhile, in Southern Rhodesia, the mainly white electorate agreed 

to a change that would create fifteen African seats in a parliament of 

sixty-five, with the prospect of more as the number of Africans quali- 

fying to vote (on an education and property franchise) grew larger.>4 

(In return, London gave up its reserve powers over local legislation 

that applied to Africans only.) But these were deceptive successes. The 

reality was that, after mid-1961, the British lost almost all power to 

reshape Central Africa’s politics. 

There were several reasons for this. There was almost no chance 

of persuading most whites that a federation based on black majority 

rule in two of its three units was anything other than a reckless experi- 

ment that was certain to fail. Any doubts on this score were erased most 

of all by the violent chaos in the Congo, whose sudden independence 

in June 1960 was rapidly followed by an army mutiny, a massacre of 

whites and the collapse of central authority. The flood of white refugees 

that passed through federal territory was seen as a portent of the Rhode- 

sias’ fate if white power were surrendered. But it was equally true that 

few blacks were willing to accept a federal system in which whites 

retained any real power. The Federation was too deeply identified with 

white control of the land, with the privileges of white labour (in the 

heavily unionised Copperbelt), with restricted opportunities for literate 

blacks (in public services) and the undermining of traditional author- 

ity in the countryside. African leaders who took the federal shilling 

were dismissed as stooges. Instead, in Nyasaland and Northern Rhode- 

sia, political movements that opposed federation exploited the end of 

emergency rule to mobilise mass followings of daunting size. The com- 

promise constitution for Northern Rhodesia announced in June 1961 

was denounced by UNIP, the United National Independence Party led 

by Kenneth Kaunda (the son of the first African missionary in Northern 

Rhodesia), and greeted by a wave of increasingly violent disturbances. 

This was the test of London’s commitment to a revised federation. But 
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the prospect of being drawn into a new Central African emergency had 
even less charm in August 1961 than two years before. London had its 

hands full with the defence of Kuwait (against the threat of an Iraqi 

invasion). It had little faith that its colonial authorities could police the 

Copperbelt townships and regain control of the countryside from the 

African leaders. In December 1961, the June constitution was scrapped; 

the following March saw a modified version with a clear black majority. 

By the end of the year, elections in Northern and Southern Rhodesia 

had produced black and white governments who demanded secession. 

It only remained to divide up the spoils. The Federation had lasted ten 

years. 

‘One’s final impression is that the future of the Federation will 

depend...on an act of will’, wrote one of Macmillan’s closest aides 

during a visit to the Federation in October 1959. ‘We must say — 

loudly, clearly, convincingly and repeatedly — that we intend it shall 

survive and succeed; and we must do something — something simple and 

striking — to show that we mean what we say.’55 But, by late 1960, the 

price of ‘something simple and striking’ had risen too high. ‘The Prime 

Minister and Colonial Secretary then said that they did not want an 

Algeria. That was the crux of the matter’, noted Macmillan’s private 

secretary in November 1960.5° The diplomatic, military and political 

cost of an ‘act of will’? was now too great. London lacked the means 

to coerce white-ruled Southern Rhodesia or the African movements 

in the two protectorates. Military intervention had been discussed in 

June 1961 when London had feared that Welensky might take control 

of Northern Rhodesia by force. It was ruled out as impracticable.57 

The independence of Northern Rhodesia (as Zambia) and Nyasaland 

(as Malawi) may have been a release. But the Federation’s collapse 

was still a disaster for Britain. It left behind the insoluble problem of 

Southern Rhodesia. By that time, of course, Macmillan’s fond hopes 

of preserving British influence in the rest of Southern Africa — the aim 

of his visit to South Africa in January 1960, and of the appeal con- 

tained in his famous ‘Wind of Change’ speech to the South African 

Parliament — were also in ruins. In 1961, South Africa became a repub- 

lic: in political terms an isolationist move. When it sought ‘readmis- 

sion’ to the Commonwealth (as convention required), there was fierce 

opposition from its Asian and African members. Macmillan’s desper- 

ate efforts to find a compromise formula won little support and the 

South Africans withdrew in May 1961. What remained of the tense 



632 / ‘The great liner is sinking’ 

and uneasy ‘special relationship’ between London and Pretoria quickly 

evaporated.5° 

Designs and defeats 

In Africa, as in the Middle East, the British had found that in giving 

up their authority they had also surrendered their influence. As the 

continent was drawn into the global Cold War, the limits of British 

capacity — ideological and material - became more and more glaring. 

The presumption that a self-governing Africa would remain a huge 

sphere where British influence was preponderant had ceased to be cred- 

ible by the end of 1963. By that time, London was hustling its remaining 

dependencies towards the threshold of sovereignty as fast as it could: 

in the Caribbean via the failed experiment of a West Indies Federation. 

It had scrambled out of Cyprus in 1960, clutching its ‘sovereign base 

areas’ after a long guerrilla struggle from which no exit seemed likely 

and which was tying down some 27,000 troops. The settlement that 

allowed the British to leave was framed not in Whitehall but between 

Greece and Turkey at Zurich, and sprang from their fear of acommunal 

conflict between Greek and Turkish Cypriots.5? The biggest commit- 

ments to which London was still tied lay on the maritime edge of the 

Arab Middle East (in the protectorates and trucial states of the Persian 

Gulf and in South Arabia and Aden) and in Southeast Asia. Here the 

British hoped to secure the future of successor states where they still 

had interests in oil, investment and trade. Strategically, they could be 

viewed as a remnant of the Anglo-Australian connection, long seen in 

London as a valuable adjunct to Britain’s world status. But, by 1963, 

both were becoming much more costly and burdensome. 

If by that date they were beginning to look like the redundant 

accessories of a now bankrupt enterprise, the change had been sudden. 

In the late 1950s it still seemed just possible that British world power 

would gain a new lease of life. The architect of this last, neo-imperial 

phase was Harold Macmillan. Macmillan had become prime minister 

in January 1957 in succession to Eden partly because he seemed more 

deeply imbued with the Churchillian ethos of British great power than 

his main rival, R. A. Butler, a doubter over Suez. Indeed, throughout his 

six-year premiership, he dominated British foreign policy as completely 

as Churchill, his model in this as in other respects. Macmillan set out 
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to exude a breezy self-confidence and dispel the gloom and division 
that followed Eden’s catastrophe. His immediate aim was to repair the 

damage Suez had done to Anglo-American relations and rebuild the 

personal friendships shattered by Eden’s bitter quarrel with Dulles, the 

American Secretary of State, and his ‘breach of faith’ with Eisenhower. 

He was also keen to smooth over the angry reaction to Suez in parts 

of the Commonwealth, and embarked on a tour of Commonwealth 

capitals. As Chancellor of the Exchequer at the time of Suez, Macmil- 

lan had had a harsh education in the weakness of sterling. Well before 

the crisis broke, he had mused on the perils of a long confrontation. 

‘It is absolutely vital to humiliate Nasser... We must do it quickly or 

our M[iddle] East friends... will fall. We must do it quickly, or we 

shall ourselves be ruined.’®° Macmillan was keen to restore sterling’s 

status as an international reserve currency by making the pound freely 

convertible. To strengthen the export economy, he pressed on with the 

struggle to cut defence spending (‘It is defence expenditure that has bro- 

ken our backs’, he had told Eden in March 1956),°' and the demands it 

imposed on the wider economy, not least through conscription. He was 

anxious to reassert Britain’s authority in Europe — the aim behind ‘Plan 

G’ whose formulation had coincided with the intense preoccupation 

with Suez in late 1956. “The inner balance of Europe is essential to the 

balance of world power’, he declared as an axiom in March 1953.°%* 

Finally, Macmillan turned a critical eye on the vast tail of dependencies 

that Britain still dragged in its wake. It is easy to exaggerate both the 

degree of Macmillan’s detachment from the old ‘colonial mission’ and 

the coherence of his ideas about profit and loss on the colonial account. 

But there is little doubt that he saw (or soon began to see) that too little 

progress towards colonial self-rule would be a huge hostage to fortune 

as the scope of East-West competition grew wider. For that was the 

prism through which he now came to view the future of British world 

power. 
From this list of intentions, we can infer the rudiments of a 

larger ‘plan’. Macmillan was anxious to stabilise Britain’s external posi- 

tion and thought he could do so. In the phase of geopolitical rivalry that 

he saw opening up, the search for influence in the ‘uncommitted’ world 

had become the vital arena. Here Britain enjoyed a major advantage 

if its Commonwealth and colonial ‘assets’ could be sensibly managed. 

Its role as the co-architect of the West’s world policy would become 

more important. Its claim to special status within the Western alliance 
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would be enhanced. The imperial ‘legacy’, artfully repackaged as the 

great work of nation-building, could be turned to account at home and 

abroad. The Conservatives’ appeal as the party of ‘greatness’, badly 

damaged by Suez, could be resurrected and its disgruntled ‘imperial- 

ists’ reconciled. Meanwhile, economic expansion, low unemployment 

and the widening of ‘affluence’ would heal the scars of depression and 

reposition Conservatism in domestic politics. As the champion of the 

welfare state and of a ‘property-owning democracy’, its electoral posi- 

tion would be hard to assail. With its home base secure, a Conservative 

government could avoid the disasters to which (so it seemed) the French 

had succumbed. It could reject both imperial intransigence (of the kind 

that had trapped the French in Algeria) and a headlong retreat into an 

inward-looking Europe (the gross defect of the EEC project). It was 

a seductive vision and Macmillan (for all his mask of worldly-wise 

cynicism) was a man less of vision than of visions. 

At first, things went well. Macmillan quickly restored good rela- 

tions with Eisenhower with whom he maintained a close and frequent 

correspondence.®3 At the conference in Washington in October 1957, 

he scored two hugely gratifying successes. The Americans withdrew 

the restriction on the sharing of nuclear knowledge in force since the 

McMahon Act in 1946. Eisenhower agreed to a ‘Declaration of Com- 

mon Purpose’ which proclaimed the principles of inter-dependence and 

partnership, the combining of resources and the sharing of tasks, as the 

bases of Anglo-American relations — a ‘declaration of inter-dependence’ 

as Macmillan described it to an admiring Cabinet.°* Touring the Com- 

monwealth was a definite signal that Britain’s role as its ‘leader’ was 

taken seriously in London, and gave Macmillan the chance to exert his 

personal influence on its most prominent figures. The formal transfers of 

power in Ghana and Malaya in 1957 passed off smoothly, and the joint 

Anglo-American intervention in Lebanon and Jordan in 1958 softened 

the blow of the Iraq revolution which erased (literally) Britain’s most 

powerful friends in the Arab world. The defence white paper of 1957, 

marking a shift to missile-based deterrence, promised large savings in 

manpower and money, lifting the burden on the civilian economy. The 

dash to convertibility at the end of 1958 heralded the transition from the 

post-war ‘siege economy’ towards Britain’s (and London’s) old place 

as a pivot of the global economy. 

But, as Macmillan himself periodically sensed, the material 

base for his grand superstructure was dangerously fragile and liable 
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to capsize. By the late 1950s, the British no longer possessed a world- 
system but only its shadow. Without India or the commercial empire 

once ruled from the City, without their old claim on the ‘white domin- 

ions’, or effective command of the ‘imperial oasis’ in the Arab Middle 

East, London peered out on an empire whose assets had been stripped. 

The desperate effort to retain a Middle East satrapy had died with a 

whimper: what was left was the rind. The brief post-war hope that 

Britain’s African colonies would become a new India was already flick- 

ering out and would soon be extinguished. The burden of world power 

had thus been thrown back upon Britain itself: the costs of world influ- 

ence would have to be met there. Everything rested on Britain’s eco- 

nomic revival and on exploiting the leverage that the British enjoyed as 

a great power in Europe and as America’s principal ally. 

The strain was soon felt. Macmillan had intended that ‘inter- 

dependence’ would mean the coordination of policy between London 

and Washington, in which the British provided the know-how and 

the Americans supplied (most of) the military strength. The West’s 

defence of its worldwide interests against the communist threat would 

be jointly managed by its two ‘trustees’. It would revive the elements 

of the wartime alliance in which the commands were shared out but 

the resources were pooled.®> By the late 1950s, however, the gross 

disparity in military power (the United States spent ten times as much 

on defence as the British), the growth of American overseas interests, 

and the Americans’ confidence in their own expertise (through a huge 

expansion in their diplomatic and intelligence machinery) made this 

expectation unreal. The American reaction to the threatened advance 

of Soviet influence was not to defer to British advice. Even in Black 

Africa, where American involvement had been small and came late, 

there was a rapid response to the signs of political change: the visit 

by Vice-President Nixon in 1957 was followed by the quintupling of 

economic aid between 1958 and 1963.°° The Americans were impatient 

with the crab-like progress towards majority rule in Britain’s African 

colonies. They were extremely mistrustful of British attempts to solve 

the chaos in the Congo (with its worrying scope for Soviet intrusion) 

by a federal scheme that preserved much of Katanga’s autonomy. In 

late 1962, they broke with the British to back Katanga’s reconquest by 

a UN military force. And, on an old battleground of Anglo-American 

diplomacy, they simply imposed their will: in March 1961, after dogged 

resistance, Macmillan was forced to agree to send British troops to Laos 
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as part of a joint intervention. He was saved from the furore at home 

when President Kennedy reversed the decision.°7 But he might have 

reflected on how different things had been only seven years earlier 

when Eden had coolly resisted intense American pressure to fight a war 

in Vietnam. 

But it was ‘summit diplomacy’ that burst the bubble of Macmil- 

lan’s pretensions. In another echo of Churchill, Macmillan attached 

enormous importance to a face-to-face meeting between the Soviet and 

Western leaders. He had rushed to Moscow in February 1959 in an 

effort to relieve the high tension over Berlin which Khrushchev had 

threatened to cut off from the West. He waged a furious campaign 

against American scepticism: ‘We must have a summit’, he told his 

Foreign Secretary, Selwyn Lloyd.°® He was enraged when Eisenhower 

and Khrushchev decided that they would hold separate talks: the ‘UK 

had better give up the struggle and accept... the position of a second- 

rate power’, was his bitter reaction.°? The ‘summit’, in fact, was a 

crucial part of Macmillan’s grand scheme. Regular meetings of the 

American, Soviet, British and French leaders would choke off the trend 

towards bi-polar diplomacy, and entrench British (and French) influ- 

ence at a global ‘top table’. But the summit when it finally came in 

May 1960 was a diplomatic disaster. It was wrecked at the outset by 

the dramatic shooting down of an American spy-plane, the famous 

U-2, over Soviet airspace. Amid the furious row that erupted between 

Khrushchev and Eisenhower, Macmillan’s entreaties for the talks to go 

on fell on deaf ears. The summit collapsed. It was the moment, recorded 

Macmillan’s private secretary, when he ‘suddenly realised that Britain 

counted for nothing’.7° 

It may have been also the moment when the weakness of 

Britain’s position in Europe began to seem serious. The British were 

infuriated by De Gaulle’s refusal to discuss the merger of the impend- 

ing European Economic Community — ‘the Six’ — with a larger and 

looser ‘Free Trade Area’ of which Britain would be part. In January 

1959, the EEC was duly inaugurated. Most British opinion, includ- 

ing within Macmillan’s own party and among his Cabinet colleagues, 

regarded exclusion as a price worth paying to keep the trade with the 

Commonwealth, and continue the heavy reliance on Commonwealth 

foodstuffs. But, when Macmillan ruminated on the consequences of 

May 1960, it was obvious to him that continued exclusion would dam- 

age Britain’s prospects of economic revival. Still more pressing was 
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the fear that Britain would be squeezed between a European bloc of 
which France was the leader, and an American superpower veering 

erratically between special treatment for Britain and disregard of its 

interests. In July 1961, Macmillan wrung from his colleagues approval 

for the attempt to enter the EEC — provided Commonwealth inter- 

ests were not sacrificed in the effort.7’ The British embarked upon the 

arduous struggle for terms that would safeguard key Commonwealth 

interests. After a year of exhausting diplomacy, De Gaulle intervened. 

At an Elysée press conference, Britain’s entry was vetoed. Macmillan 

was shattered. ‘All our policies at home and abroad are in ruins’, was 

his private lament.7* 

To its supporters in Britain a European future had been the 

solution to British decline. The European market would be the tonic 

required by a flagging economy. European capital, managed from 

London, would restore the City’s pre-eminence in global finance. 

Britain’s place at the centre of European politics would ensure that the 

continent faced outwards not in, and took its full share in the West’s 

global commitments. This was the key argument in Macmillan’s so- 

called ‘Grand Design’ and in the case he put to the Cabinet for a British 

application.73 London’s key role in this European effort would make 

it the pivot of the Atlantic alliance and invest the ‘special relationship’ 

with a whole new importance. With the ‘home base’ thus strengthened, 

the British could use their Commonwealth links to greater advantage 

in the struggle to influence the ‘uncommitted world’. The crushing 

defeat that Macmillan’s plan suffered is usually attributed to Britain’s 

‘missing the bus’ of European unity in 1955-8. But this is much too 

anglocentric a view. It was really the consequence of a diplomatic rev- 

olution in Europe. The arrival in power of General De Gaulle in May 

1958 transformed the balance of Anglo-French power. This was not 

because France had become stronger than Britain, though its economic 

growth was much faster. It was still deeply embroiled in the Algerian 

struggle that threatened De Gaulle’s survival, political and physical. 

But De Gaulle was determined to restore France’s greatness on a Euro- 

pean platform, a project that was bound to be at Britain’s expense. 

His rapprochement with West Germany was the vital foundation. De 

Gaulle achieved this in part by exploiting British mistakes: Macmillan’s 

apparent reluctance to stand firm on Berlin in 1958-9; his courting of 

Khrushchev and zeal for summit diplomacy; the empty threats directed 

at Bonn when ‘Plan G’ was resisted (that the British would withdraw 
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their forces in Germany); and his contemptuous dismissal of the ‘half- 

crazy Adenauer’. From Bonn’s point of view, Macmillan became an 

unreliable ally: De Gaulle was the stalwart against the Soviet peril. 

It was this grand realignment that enabled De Gaulle to resist British 

pressure for a free trade agreement, to dismiss their request for EEC 

membership and to face down the dismay of his other EEC partners.”4 

The ‘inner balance’ of Europe had turned against Britain. 

It may not be fanciful to see in this episode a futile last bid to 

revive a British world-system. Its failure demolished what remained of 

the post-war assumption that Britain could remain indefinitely as the 

‘third world power’, head and shoulders above any other contender. By 

the time that Macmillan resigned as prime minister in October 1963, 

such vaunting ambition seemed simply absurd. The weakness of ster- 

ling had not gone away. By 1962, even a Conservative chancellor was 

longing to jettison the pound’s ‘reserve currency’ status. Britain’s ‘knife- 

edge’ economy, as Macmillan had called it, now seemed in need of a 

structural change. With the scrapping of ‘Blue Streak’ in 1960, the 

British abandoned the effort to make their own nuclear weapons in a 

partnership with Australia. Britain would depend on the United States 

after 1965, remarked the Australian deputy prime minister, ‘Black Jack’ 

McEwen, to the Naval emissary sent to bring the bad news. ‘We must 

now face a future’, he told his Cabinet colleagues, ‘when the United 

Kingdom, because of its small size, must drop out of the race and rely 

on another power.’75 The British now depended on America’s willing- 

ness to indulge their claim to be an ‘independent’ nuclear power, first 

with ‘Skybolt’, and, when that was aborted in 1962, with the ‘Polaris’ 

system. But there could be little pretence that they enjoyed ‘interde- 

pendence’. ‘As much the weaker partner, dependent on overseas trade 

and with worldwide responsibilities, we find American support for our 

overseas policies virtually indispensable’, remarked R. A. Butler, now 

Foreign Secretary, in September 1964, in the last weeks of a Conserva- 

tive government that had ruled since 1951. ‘They find our support for 

theirs useful and sometimes valuable.’7® 

The status barrier, 1964-1968 

After his crushing defeat at the hands of De Gaulle, Macmillan’s prestige 

was in tatters. His retirement through ill-health in October 1963 was a 
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happy release. In the general election that followed a year later, the Con- 
servative government under Macmillan’s successor, Sir Alec Douglas- 

Home, the former Foreign Secretary, was ejected from power, though 

by the slimmest of margins. A new Labour government, with Harold 

Wilson as Prime Minister, came into office. Since much of Wilson’s 

rhetoric, as the party’s new leader in succession to Hugh Gaitskell, had 

dwelt on the need to modernise Britain and poured scorn on the illusion 

that British governments possessed an independent nuclear deterrent, it 

might have been expected that an aggressive new realism would infuse 

British policy. The rapid handover of power in the colonial territories 

that remained enjoyed all-party support. But there was no such con- 

sensus on whether Britain should give up its claim to world power, or 

whether ‘modernisation’ required the abandonment of ‘obsolete’ mil- 

itary burdens in the world east of Suez. In fact, it soon became clear 

that the new Labour Cabinet would not sound the retreat. The ‘world 

role’ would continue. What one Labour minister sardonically termed 

‘breaking through the status barrier...as difficult to break through 

as the sound barrier: it splits your ears and is terribly painful when 

it happens’,”7”7 seemed too risky and painful. What happened instead 

was a morale-sapping struggle to square the costs of that status with 

the brutal demands of economic recovery. Under this pressure, what 

was still left of the ‘imperial’ world-view began to wither away. Even 

so, it required an intense economic and political crisis to smash it 

completely. 
Indeed, from the moment it took office, the Labour government 

found itself in a vice of economic misfortune. The fundamental prob- 

lem it faced was all too familiar: the relative slowness of the British 

economy to adapt to the competitive demands of world trade. With- 

out the old cushion of a large invisible income, success now depended 

upon the export performance of the engineering, electrical and chemical 

industries. In turn they had to match the productivity gains (or lower 

labour costs) of their foreign competitors. But to complicate matters, 

the economic climate in Britain was shaped by two immensely pow- 

erful constraints. The first was the commitment of both major parties 

to maintain ‘full employment’ — broadly defined as under 500,000 out 

of work (around 300,000 was considered to represent those between 

jobs) — by avoiding restraints upon purchasing power that drove it 

any higher. The effect was to keep wages relatively high (or prevent 

them from falling) and strengthen organised labour. The second great 
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constraint was to maintain the fixed value of sterling (at $2.80). If 

the balance of payments moved into deficit, foreign holders of sterling 

began to sell off, and sterling’s price fell, and the London authorities 

were forced to take action. To attract holders back, they would raise 

the ‘Bank rate’ in London (making credit at home more expensive) and 

borrow abroad to shore up their reserves, thus incurring new debts. 

What made this more urgent was the need to reassure those overseas 

countries (including Kuwait and the colony of Hong Kong) whose for- 

eign currency reserves were held in sterling and banked in London that 

their deposits were safe. The danger was that the (political) impera- 

tive to delay any slowdown in the domestic economy (and thus raise 

unemployment) would conflict with the (economic) imperative to keep 

sterling strong by early action on the Bank rate. Once sterling’s convert- 

ibility was restored in 1958, this delicate balancing act became more 

and more critical. 

It was precisely the effects of such a ‘political’ delay that Labour 

inherited in 1964. The result was a huge payments deficit and emergency 

action to bring it under control. But the problem persisted. There were 

large deficits, and the associated sterling crises in 1965, 1966, 1967 and 

1968. The search for a way out of this economic labyrinth dominated 

government policy. No Labour leader could afford to ignore the repu- 

tation for economic mismanagement that had been fastened upon the 

post-war Labour government and its ill-fated precursor in 1929-31: a 

disaster for sterling would wreck him as well. Equally, no Labour gov- 

ernment could afford to let unemployment creep up, or abandon the 

claim that it would stimulate ‘growth’, the new holy grail of economic 

endeavour. Between these two jaws of political fate, Harold Wilson and 

his colleagues squirmed and wriggled. One solution to their difficulties 

might have been to devalue the pound (or even let it ‘float’) and give up 

its role as a ‘reserve currency’ with its own ‘sterling area’. But this was 

ruled out — until the last possible moment. Devaluation bore the taint 

of misconduct and failure. It might lead overseas holders of sterling to 

bail out completely. It might damage the prospects of the City’s revival 

as a great centre of finance. If the sterling area fell apart, the effects on 

British trade might also be serious, since some of it benefited from doing 

business in sterling, and this was hardly the time to risk a downturn in 

exports. Nor did the experts agree on how beneficial devaluing sterling 

would be, or what new rate should be set.7* On the other hand, Labour 

ministers were deeply reluctant to rein back their plans for more public 
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investment. Between 1963-4 and 1966-7, their expenditure rose by 
one-sixth in real terms (over 16 per cent), and by nearly 13 per cent in 

1966~-7,°so that in the course of four years there was a 6 per cent rise 

in the proportion of GDP taken by public expenditure.79 A high tide of 

employment helped sweep them to victory in the 1966 general election; 

and, amid the warnings and woes of 1967, they eased the constraints 

on domestic consumption.*° It was a volatile mixture. 

Labour’s leaders still yearned — amid these huge economic anx- 

ieties — to be seen as a power in the world, and to maintain Britain’s 

‘traditional’ place on the ‘management committee’ of global affairs, at 

the so-called ‘top table’. There were several reasons for this. Disavow- 

ing Britain’s claim to be a world power (even the failure to avow it 

with conviction) was not easily done. Despite the damage of Suez and 

De Gaulle’s brutal ‘Non’, many bastions of empire still spangled the 

map to produce the illusion of power. The press and public opinion 

could not be expected to discount them completely. The idea of the 

Commonwealth as a vehicle of post-imperial world influence had been 

fiercely promoted: it was hard to repudiate. It had helped to anaes- 

thetise British public opinion against the pain of decline; the patient 

might howl if it were taken away. The wafer-thin mandate that the 

Labour party had gained in October 1964 was thought to reflect the 

electorate’s doubt that it could bend Churchill’s bow and keep Britain 

‘great’. To confirm this suspicion might be electorally fatal. Nor was 

the new Prime Minister, once established in office, reluctant to strut the 

world stage, and reap the prestige that a high-profile performance could 

bring. There were also practical reasons to keep up the appearance of 

world power. With so much unfinished colonial business from Hong 

Kong to the Falklands, where predatory neighbours harboured expan- 

sive ambitions, great-power prestige was a valuable asset, and perhaps 

even vital to a dignified exit. Renouncing the claim to world power 

might soften De Gaulle’s opposition to Britain’s entering the Euro- 

pean Common Market - though taking his words at face value had 

rarely brought anyone luck — but would weaken the case for getting 

favourable terms. Above all, as most British leaders understood very 

well, much of their leverage in a superpower world derived from their 

claim to have close relations with Washington. But American favour 

depended in large part on the British ability to add influence and muscle 

to the global containment of communism by their long-standing con- 

nection with Australia and South Africa, and by their military presence 
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in the Middle East and Southeast Asia.*' It was by this curious route 

that a strange paradox had arisen. The subsidiary spheres of the old 

British system, the vulnerable outposts of their Indian sub-empire in 

the Persian Gulf and Malaya, had now become the chief theatres where 

British military power was deployed as ‘vital’ British interests. To gloss 

over this, and to give their ragbag of commitments a patina of logic, 

British leaders fell back on an elegant phrase. The aim of their pol- 

icy, they began to insist, was to maintain Britain’s ‘world role’. Like 

all the best arguments, it was perfectly circular. Upholding the ‘world 

role’ was why Britain had to be there (anywhere). Unless it was there 

(anywhere), it could not play a ‘world role’. 

But even a ‘world role’ had a material cost. It was measured 

in defence spending and development aid, and more indirectly by the 

export of capital. Although British foreign investments were desperately 

modest compared with their total in 1913, and income from abroad at 

1.4 per cent of GDP was less than one-sixth of the earlier figure,®* they 

had begun to recover. Rebuilding Britain’s overseas property empire, 

and enlarging its invisible income, were seen in the City as the only road 

back to its old global role and the rewards it had earned. Even before 

1964, the export of capital had been closely controlled (to limit its 

impact on the balance of payments) and most had been steered towards 

sterling area economies — especially Australia. The shock of two crises in 

1964 and 1965 brought a radical rethink. One way of squaring the circle 

of domestic employment and currency weakness was to redirect British 

savings into investment at home. Labour’s ‘National Plan’ in September 

1965 signalled this change of priorities.*3 It was followed nine months 

later by a ‘voluntary programme’ to restrain British investment in the 

main sterling recipients, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and 

the Irish Republic. In 1965, remarked a later Treasury memorandum, 

the aim was to bring about ‘a permanent shift of emphasis away from 

investment abroad in favour of investment at home’.*4 Scrapping the 

time-honoured doctrine that the export of capital was a key function 

of the British economy and one of the pillars of British prosperity 

showed how far official thinking had moved in barely six years since the 

Radcliffe Report of 1959 towards something close to a siege mentality. 

But the second decision in 1965 had even more dramatic (if unintended) 

consequences. 

This was the insistence that defence spending should be fixed 
at a ceiling of £2,000 million a year, to reduce its very high share 
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(7 per cent) of GDP and to save on foreign exchange. The logic of 

this, senior ministers agreed in June 1965, was that the cost of Britain’s 

world rote east of Suez must be sharply reduced. A small military pres- 

ence should be kept in the Middle East and in Northern Australia, while 

retaining island bases in the Indian Ocean would allow the projection of 

force if the need should arise. But, once the ‘confrontation’ with Indone- 

sia (which had opposed the creation of the Malaysian Federation) was 

over, the British should leave Southeast Asia, including Singapore.®*5 It 

was an attractive solution. It would avoid a risky commitment on the 

mainland of Asia in a region where ‘neutralisation’ seemed the most 

to be hoped for. But it could still be asserted that Britain was play- 

ing its part in global affairs. Under fierce American (and Australian) 

pressure, this plan was shelved, and the promise was made (in the 

defence white paper of 1966) to remain in Malaysia and Singapore for 

the foreseeable future.*® It did not last long. A huge sterling crisis in 

June 1966 forced another sharp turn. Now it was said that the num- 

ber of troops in Southeast Asia would be reduced (‘confrontation’ had 

ended). The British would stay but no further commitments on the same 

scale could be made.*” To one critical minister, the discussion of policy 

was ‘a futile attempt to remain Great Britain, one of the three world 

powers, while slicing away at defence’.** In any event, this new formu- 

lation was quickly abandoned. A backbench revolt changed ministers’ 

minds. With a pay freeze at home and rising unemployment, the cost of 

defence became an irresistible target. In April 1967, the Cabinet agreed 

to withdraw in two stages from Singapore and Malaysia, reducing the 

British presence by half by 1970-1, and leaving completely by 1975-6. 

Britain would retain the means to return if need be, but from a base 

in Australia, if the Australians agreed.*? This time there was little reac- 

tion from Washington. A more urgent concern was withdrawing from 

Aden which the British had made part of a ‘South Arabian Federation’. 

By mid-1967, the federal government’s authority had collapsed. Faced 

with a street war against rival nationalist groups to keep control of a 

base which they had already decided to leave, the British threw in the 

towel and abandoned the colony in November 1967. 

Three years of argument had brought an uneasy compromise. 

A term had been set to Britain’s military presence in Singapore and 

Malaysia, still nearly a decade away, with a partial withdrawal by 

1971. Meanwhile, the British would keep up their guard in the Persian 

Gulf, where a string of Gulf statelets from Kuwait to Oman still needed 
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protection. The ‘world role’ lived on, but its lifetime was short. For, 

in November 1967, the weakness of sterling, aggravated by the effects 

of the Arab-Israeli war, reached a new crisis. With a huge payments 

deficit, and large debts already, propping up sterling by further borrow- 

ing abroad was no longer possible. Faced with disaster, the tenacious 

resistance of Harold Wilson and his Chancellor of the Exchequer, James 

Callaghan, to devaluing sterling was broken at last. But the relaunch of 

sterling at a new lower parity ($2.40) required a package of measures 

to restore foreign confidence in Britain’s finances — and avert a further 

sharp fall. With social expenditure taking the brunt of the cuts in gov- 

ernment spending, a furious argument broke out in the Cabinet over the 

timing of British withdrawal from its commitments east of Suez. The 

outcome was a triumph for the new Chancellor of the Exchequer, Roy 

Jenkins, on whose success in retrenchment the survival of sterling (and 

of the government) now seemed to hang. Against fierce opposition, he 

imposed a new timetable. The British would withdraw completely by 

1971. Not only that, they would also abandon their Persian Gulf role, 

solemnly reaffirmed to the anxious Gulf rulers less than two months 

before. This dramatic farewell to Britain’s world role, and its imperial 

tradition in Asia, was announced in Parliament on 16 January 1968. 

It seems likely, in retrospect, that, while Harold Wilson and his 

senior ministers had acknowledged in mid-1965 the need to scale down 

the forces stationed east of Suez, and withdraw altogether from the 

mainland of Asia, they intended to do so ata relatively leisurely pace. By 

offering to contribute (modestly) to regional defence in Southeast Asia, 

they would appease their American ally, and could continue to claim 

that Britain’s world role was safe in their hands. But everything went 

wrong. Facing a huge new war in Vietnam, the Americans dismissed 

this scheme with contempt. When London reversed course, its promise 

to stand firm collided with a new crisis in the fortunes of sterling and the 

backbench demand that defence share the pain of expenditure cuts. Yet 

the brutal finality of the January statement was not simply the product 

of the need to cut costs: bringing forward the date promised marginal 

gains; leaving the Gulf, virtually none at all.2° Much more important 

was Roy Jenkins’ determination to force through a change in Britain’s 

external direction away from the relics of empire and towards a future in 

Europe. It was also essential to buy off those (on the Left) most fiercely 

opposed to the austerity programme for sterling’s recovery that he 

meant to impose. But, if the result was the unexpectedly sudden denial 
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that Britain could hold its old place in the world, the public reaction 
was surprisingly muted. Pricking the bubble of Conservative outrage 
in the Commons debate, Wilson quoted the views of the Opposition 

defence spokesman uttered twelve months before. ‘The “world role” 

East of Suez’, Enoch Powell had remarked in the Spectator magazine, 

‘was a piece of humbug.’?' In fact, Conservative (and conservative) 

opinion had already begun to edge its way back from the idea of the 

Commonwealth as a key British interest and a pivot of policy. 

The main reason for this was what became known as the 

‘Rhodesian problem’. As we have seen, dissolving the Central African 

Federation in 1963 had left a difficult legacy. Two of its territories 

(Zambia and Malawi) were given independence in 1964 as black major- 

ity states. But, in Southern Rhodesia (which adopted the shorter name 

‘Rhodesia’), a white minority still ruled under the 1961 constitution 

that London had approved. The constitution was ‘colour-blind’: unlike 

in South African, blacks could vote but only if they met stringent qual- 

ifications in education and property. Hence the prospect of a black 

majority among voters, let alone in the parliament, lay in the indef- 

inite (but far-distant) future. Nevertheless, the colony’s white leaders 

insisted that, since they had been almost completely self-governing since 

the 1920s, their claim to independence was as strong as (they meant 

much stronger than) that of the African colonies where self-rule had 

arrived in a rush with minimal warning. They were also convinced that 

at the break-up of the federation they had been promised independence 

by R. A. Butler, then the Secretary of State for Central Africa, in a 

verbal undertaking ‘in a spirit of trust’. (No documentary evidence has 

turned up, but the utter conviction of Winston Field, then Rhodesian 

premier, and Ian Smith, his deputy, that the promise had been made 

was an awkward political fact.9*) London’s main difficulty lay in the 

international political climate of 1964-5. With the rapid conversion of 

almost all of Black Africa into sovereign states, and the near universal 

hostility towards apartheid South Africa, British complicity in creating 

a second independent ‘settler’ regime was almost unthinkable. Yet the 

British had no hope of persuading the whites in Rhodesia that an early 

take-over by African nationalist leaders would not quickly lead to the 

murderous chaos that they saw in the Congo. This was the dilemma 

that Labour inherited from the Conservative government, which had 

carefully prevaricated. What made it worse was that, short of with- 

holding ‘legitimate’ independence, Harold Wilson and his colleagues 
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had very few means of applying pressure on the whites who controlled 

internal security and had their own (small) army. 

In the year of arduous negotiation that preceded ‘UDI — the 

Rhodesians’ ‘unilateral declaration of independence’ on 11 November 

1965 — both sides tried to wear each other down. The key issue was 

how far the 1961 constitution should be revised to make it accept- 

able to the Rhodesian African nationalists. The British idea was that a 

new royal commission (like the Monckton Commission) should decide 

what was acceptable and make recommendations. But, to Ian Smith 

and his Cabinet (Smith was now prime minister), to hand over their 

constitutional right to self-government (though not independence) to 

a British-appointed commission would be to sign their political death- 

warrant. The commission might dissolve their constitutional authority 

as Monckton had dissolved that of the federal government. In the con- 

fusion that followed, anything might happen. But, if Smith could not 

budge London from its demand for a commission, Wilson for his part 

made a crucial admission — that Britain would not use military force 

to impose a solution. It may have been made to convince the African 

leaders to accept terms they disliked. It may have reflected a common 

assumption that the British armed forces would have refused to fire on 

white ‘kith and kin’. Or it may have been the realistic appraisal that 

taking over Rhodesia by force would have been to incur a large open- 

ended commitment, military and political.?4 Since this was precisely 

the moment when reducing its post-imperial hostages to fortune had 

become London’s main external priority, to make such a dangerous 

exception would have been very odd. 

The result, nevertheless, was a diplomatic fiasco. When UDI 

was declared, London replied with a broadside of bombast. It soon 

became clear that its threats and sanctions had very little effect, largely 

because the economic coercion of Rhodesia required the unlikely coop- 

eration of its white neighbour, South Africa. What UDI did reveal 

was the embarrassing impotence of the Labour government in London, 

whose ‘world-role’ fell short of dealing with ‘rebels’ in its constitutional 

backyard. Worse still, it exposed it to a torrent of criticism — turning 

into abuse — from Britain’s Commonwealth ‘partners’. At the Com- 

monwealth prime ministers conferences — once the arena where British 

world-leadership was reassuringly paraded — Harold Wilson and his 

colleagues now found themselves in the dock, charged with betrayal 

of Commonwealth ideals, harangued on the need to show courage and 
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take action. After two ill-fated attempts at a compromise settlement in 
1966 and 1968 (the ‘Tiger’ and ‘Fearless’ talks at sea off Gibraltar), 
Wilson abandoned hope of a deal.?5 But the effect was not simply to 
embarrass his government and expose its shortcomings. The spectacle 

of Commonwealth countries, whose political record fell far short of 

ideal, pressing for military action and denouncing British ‘complicity’ 

in a racist regime, transformed British public attitudes to the Com- 

monwealth idea, and nowhere more than in the Conservative party, 

where grass-roots sympathy for the Rhodesian whites was especially 

strong.?° Reinforced by the declining importance of Commonwealth 

trade and investment, and the association of the Commonwealth with 

black immigration into Britain (1968 was the year of Enoch Powell’s 

speech on the ‘rivers of blood’), it helped to erase with extraordinary 

speed the long-standing connection between patriotic feeling in Britain 

and loyalty to the Commonwealth as the offspring of empire. 

The dramatic announcement on withdrawal from east of Suez 

thus coincided with a wider shift in the thinking of both political 

‘insiders’ and public opinion at large. But, without the ‘world role’, 

the cherished illusion of close Anglo-American partnership and the 

claim to Commonwealth leadership, almost nothing was left of the 

Churchillian statecraft to which all post-war governments had tried 

to adhere, let alone of the late-Victorian Weltpolitik on which it was 

based. The policy-makers cast around in confusion. Official commit- 

tees debated which British interests deserved recognition. An inane map 

was devised in the Foreign Office purporting to show on an imaginary 

scale which countries were important to Britain. Predictably, the United 

States and Europe were huge. Revealingly, the Falkland Islands, scene of 

Britain’s last and most dangerous colonial war (in 1982), were omitted 

completely.?” Salisbury (who knew a thing or two about cartographic 

delusions) would have put it in the waste-paper basket. In this mael- 

strom of uncertainties, official opinion fell back on two axioms. The 

first was that economic recovery was the root of all policy; the second 

that the only future for Britain lay in joining the European Commu- 

nity, at whatever the cost. The Labour government had made a second 

abortive application in 1967, dismissed with a shrug from De Gaulle. It 

fell to their Conservative successors, once De Gaulle had left power (and 

also the world), to win this ultimate prize. In the Heath government’s 

white paper proclaiming Britain’s new course, few tears were shed over 

all that was left of the old British connections. The Commonwealth, it 



648 / ‘The great liner is sinking’ 

said, did not ‘offer us, or indeed wish to offer us alternative and compa- 

rable opportunities to membership of the European Community. The 

member countries of the Commonwealth are widely scattered in dif- 

ferent regions of the world and differ widely in their political ideas 

and economic development. With the attainment of independence their 

political relations with the United Kingdom have greatly changed and 

are still changing.’?* As a comprehensive repudiation of the old British 

‘system’, that would be hard to improve on. With the white paper’s 

publication in 1971, the imperial idea finally ceased to be a political 

force. It sailed away to the Coast of Nostalgia. 



CONCLUSION 

The argument of this book has been that the fate of the world-system 

in which the British Empire was embedded was largely determined by 

geopolitical forces over which the British themselves had little control. 

The distribution of wealth and power within and between the two ends 

of Eurasia, in East Asia and Europe, created the openings and then 

closed off the freedoms that the British had exploited with striking suc- 

cess since the early nineteenth century. Once the politics and economics 

of both these great regions had turned against them, and wrecked the 

fine balance of naval and military power on which the defence of their 

interests depended, they had little chance of surviving at the head of an 

independent world-system. Perhaps they might have hoped to ride out 

the storm. But the strategic catastrophe of 1938 to 1942, and its devas- 

tating impact on the central elements of their system, were together so 

crushing that recovery (after 1945) was merely short-lived remission. 

Of course, the British were not just victims of blind fate, benign 

or malign. They had taken a hand in prompting the geopolitical changes 

from which they had gained, although (as at Trafalgar) perhaps more to 

ward off an imminent danger than to create a main chance. The peculiar 

trajectory of the British economy before 1800, and the accompanying 

emergence of a ‘polite and commercial society’, were essential founda- 

tions. By then, British commerce was geared to the long-distance traffic 

that had roused Adam Smith’s ire, and the long credit advances required 

by the cycle of commodity trades, including the slave trade. The infra- 

structure to exercise maritime power in almost every part of the world 

was already in place, including the systematic compilation of naviga- 

tional data. The British consumer was already addicted to a range of 

exotic new tastes, both cultural and physical, and easily tempted with 

more. Economic and religious transformation had created a restless, 
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competitive, pluralistic and (amongst a critical number) guilt-ridden 

society, harbouring rival visions of empire and of Britain’s true place 

in a world needing redemption. It had the means and the motive to 

widen the bridgeheads already established in the world beyond Europe, 

and to send in new ‘landings’ for commerce, conversion and coloni- 

sation. All that was needed was the (vague) promise of gain in new 

regions opened up to commercial or spiritual enterprise. In the 1820s 

and 1830s, a torrent of travellers’ ‘narratives’, seductive prospectuses, 

missionary reports and settler propaganda proclaimed a world that was 

ready for a British invasion. 

Nineteenth-century British leaders shared much of the intox- 

ication that these visions had stirred among the key interest groups 

behind Britain’s global expansion. Yet they were generally cautious 

about the government’s part. They commanded a strong and well- 

funded state apparatus, but were wary that public opinion might turn 

against an unlucky venture abroad. They subscribed to ‘Gladstonian’ 

finance which implied a steady reduction of the government’s share of 

the national income, and a negative view of costly long-term commit- 

ments. Hence they preferred to avoid direct confrontation with large 

or resilient states in Europe or Asia and intuitively grasped the signal 

advantage of an ‘intermediate’ situation, neither fully ‘continental’, nor 

entirely peripheral to the rest of Eurasia. They saw — or sensed — that 

this geostrategic prudentialism was vital to the stability of Britain’s 

global connections, because these depended so much upon cooperation 

and partnership, not coercion and conquest. The settlement colonies, 

effectively self-governing from the 1830s and 1840s, could not be 

conscripted into imperial wars, or made to pay for their strategic 

defence — it was hard enough to extract any real contribution to wars 

fought on their soil and in defence of their (settler) interests. India, 

which could, was viewed contradictorily as an economic and military 

asset, and as a strategic and political risk. Its loyalty and quiescence 

could never be taken for granted after 1857. The dense web of com- 

mercial connections was best left to itself under the regime of free 

trade, thought most British leaders. They knew that commercial suc- 

cess, and the commanding role of the City, depended on ‘confidence’ — 

not least foreign confidence in British public finances. They were ready 

to throw in their diplomatic resources, and sometimes the navy, to 

persuade ‘recalcitrant’ states to open their markets, although rarely in 

cases where they would meet strong resistance or risk a dispute with 
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another great power. They pressed British officials in India and else- 
where to enlarge the consumption of British manufactures by heavy 
spending-on railways (and heavy borrowing from London). But they 

were usually reluctant to champion particular companies (unless they 

could serve a larger objective) and suspected the motives of British mer- 

chants and capitalists as much as they did those of settlers, planters 

and missionaries (a missionary, quipped Lord Salisbury, was ‘a reli- 

gious Englishman with a mission to offend the religious feelings of the 

natives’)." So British ‘policy’ was often in a state of unease between the 

need to defend ‘British interests’ abroad and official suspicion that the 

effort to do so would bring loss and embarrassment. 

In the long nineteenth century, this hand-to-mouth practice had 

favoured the growth of a decentralised system. It was glued together 

by a mixture of commercial self-interest, ethnic solidarity, ideological 

sympathy and the common dependence of Indian Civilians and settlers 

on London’s reserve bank of military force. It permitted the florescence 

of colonial societies largely left free to manage their local affairs: even 

the Indian Civilians enjoyed much of this freedom. Despite the feeling 

of strain in the last decades of the century (the subject of professional 

exaggeration by soldiers, sailors and diplomats), Britain’s long lead in 

extra-European expansion allowed it to ride out the squalls of imperi- 

alist rivalry up to 1914. The prospects of a continental coalition against 

them (the great British fear) receded to vanishing point. The First World 

War marked a critical shift, though its full meaning was veiled. The huge 

war contributions of the dominions and India affected their “British con- 

nections’ after 1918: encouraging dominion ‘isolationism’ and Indian 

resentment at an imposed ‘war economy’ so poorly requited by politi- 

cal change. Britain’s revenge on the Turks, evicting the Sultan from his 

centuries-old capital, roused the fury of Muslims in India, exploited by 

Gandhi in the ‘non-cooperation’ campaign. Indian politics were radi- 

calised by religious emotion — a syndrome that endured. Britain’s large 

war debts, the drain of dollar securities, and the general disruption of 

markets and currencies, destroyed vital parts of the global economic 

regime on which London, and Britain, had thrived. The general eco- 

nomic collapse of 1929-32 seemed to bury the old landscape of free 

trade imperialism, the commercial foundation of British world power. 

Protection, barter and blocs arrived to replace it. 

Despite this deepening gloom, the inter-war years conveyed 

an ambivalent message. Cassandras foretold an ever steeper path of 
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decline. A failure of will had cost the British their dominion in India, 

declared one ex-official in a widely read book. To Churchill (and 

others), the appeasement of nationalism was a betrayal of trust (‘the 

great liner is sinking in a calm sea... but the captain, and the officers 

and the crew are all in the saloon dancing to the jazz band’).* To a 

vociferous body of ‘Die Hards’ (and their less vocal supporters inside 

and outside the government), the same symptoms of weakness were 

alarmingly visible in many other parts of the system, especially in Ire- 

land, Egypt and China. But, to much seasoned opinion, this was simply 

hysterical, the over-reaction of old men in a hurry. An impressive array 

of authorities rejected the view that the fundamentals had changed. 

Milner and Curzon, MacDonald and Baldwin, Simon and Halifax, Hai- 

ley and Lampson, among many others, acknowledged that the old meth- 

ods of imperial command could no longer be used. But they insisted that 

Britain still enjoyed the ability to manage what mattered: those aspects 

of politics that affected the stability of its system as a whole. To their 

nationalist opponents before the Second World War, this machiavellian 

capacity seemed frustratingly real. 

This confident view now looks strangely myopic. But there 

was much to encourage it. Despite economic hard times, Britain was 

not obviously weaker in the inter-war years than before 1914. The 

British had paid out the premium for more strategic insurance in the 

ex-Ottoman Middle East: a ‘great glacis of desert and Arabs’ (in Attlee’s 

later phrase?) to protect their imperial communications by both sea and 

air. They had appeased Indian nationalism, but also divided it by Byzan- 

tine manoeuvres, leaving themselves free to command India’s most vital 

resource — its military manpower. The white dominions acknowledged, 

with varying degrees of enthusiasm, that their British connection lay at 

the centre of their external relations, and, in three of the five, that their 

British identity was the cardinal fact of their national existence. Of the 

trade and monetary blocs into which the world was divided after 1931, 

the combined sterling bloc and imperial preference system seemed the 

best placed to restore its members’ prosperity and escape economic 

disaster. If British power was constrained, so was that of other great 

states. Indeed, the deep mutual suspicions that divided all the other 

great powers seemed to suggest that, in relative terms, the British sys- 

tem still enjoyed considerable room for manoeuvre. In a fragmenting 

world, drifting towards autarky, the rapid implosion of the British 

world-system was among the least likely scenarios. 
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In fact, a total collapse was only barely averted between 1938 
and 1942. The economic, political and ideological revolutions set off 

by the war and supercharged by depression convulsed much of Eurasia 

after 1930. To an extent that many contemporaries found hard to 

discern, they created a vortex of geopolitical change and destroyed 

almost all means of arresting its progress. At both ends of Eurasia, the 

local power balances on which the British relied broke down almost 

completely amid bitter mutual mistrust. Anglo-American friendship, 

which might have taken their place (and to which some British looked), 

survived in the circles of naval officers and financiers. But its formal (and 

effective) expression as a diplomatic alignment was blocked by disputes 

over debts, and the antipathy of important American interests towards 

the British world-system. The ethos of empire and its protectionist 

practice (through the Ottawa duties and the cooperation of sterling 

economies) were bound to stick in their craw. As a result, the status quo 

in world politics was defended inadequately by two reluctant associates, 

the British and the French, each of which doubted the other’s good 

faith and military means. This proved no real protection against a 

violent geopolitical storm whose lightning assaults and sudden change 

of direction baffled most onlookers. With France’s sudden collapse in 

June 1940, the central assumption of British grand strategy — that the 

line against Germany would be held on the mainland of Europe - 

disappeared like a dream. Perhaps only the failure of their three main 

assailants to combine more effectively (a function in part of their mutual 

suspicions) gave the British the time to rally American help, and for that 

help to arrive before it was too late. 

The British system survived. But the cost of staying alive was 

enormous and the collateral damage irreparable. The British were 

forced to accept the early independence of India, both ‘premature’ 

(as they saw it) and partitioned. Any part India might play in their 

post-war recovery was soon written off. The loss of the vast bulk of 

their non-sterling assets (dollars above all) wrecked their balance of 

payments, forced a retreat to a closed sterling zone, and (by throwing 

the full burden of paying for imports on a steam-age economy near the 

end of its tether after six years of war) gravely damaged the prospects 

of industrial modernisation. It also transformed the terms of Anglo- 

American relations making the British dependent upon American aid 

as well as support for their currency — although this was offset in part 

by the value of Britain’s contribution in a widening Cold War. Even 
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so, to survive as a world power at all, the British were forced into 

much heavier intervention in their tropical empire, with its skeletal 

states; to risk a deeper involvement in the volatile Middle East just at 

the time when their influence was waning; and to impose an unprece- 

dented burden of military spending on their peace-time economy. In a 

different geopolitical setting, they might just have remained the ‘third 

world power’ and exploited American help to recoup some of their 

pre-war position. But the scale of the Soviet victory in Europe and 

Mao’s triumph in China — the climax of Eurasia’s twentieth-century 

revolutions — ended all prospect of this. The Cold War did not end, 

as Churchill had hoped, in a three-power agreement. Instead, what 

remained of the British world-system was harnessed to the task of 

Western ‘containment’, until the strain on British resources enforced a 

final surrender in the late 1960s. 

Of course, the roller-coaster of geopolitical fortune can form 

only part of the story. It provided the setting for the upsurge of private 

expansionist energies, the spawning of multiple ‘British connections’, 

the fusing of British and local resources (willing or coerced) in an endless 

variety of regional cases. It promised at one time the eventual forma- 

tion of a globe-spanning ‘British world’. Ethnic populations of British 

Isles origins, the mercantile classes in Britain’s commercial and cultural 

spheres, and colonial elites in Asia and Africa: all might have found in 

the liberal imperialism of British free trade the ideal global regime within 

which to pursue their own state-building objects. To leaders as different 

as Surendranath Banerjea, the Yoruba Samuel Johnson, the Xhosa John 

Tengo Jabavu and the Afrikaner Jan Christiaan Smuts, this was the true 

meaning of Britain’s world mission. This vision assumed that Britain 

would remain strong enough to withstand hostile exogenous pressures 

without visible strain. But, for all its appeal, such a global ‘common- 

wealth’ under British protection was never more than a pipe-dream. 

The great power arena was always too dangerous (this was London’s 

view) to risk the representative politics for which Indian nationalists 

were calling before 1914. Ethnic solidarities (among whites and non- 

whites) sabotaged the appeal of pan-imperial citizenship or imposed on 

it a narrowly racial meaning. ‘Garrison’ interests in the Civilian Raj 

and the colonial dependencies successfully excluded local native elites 

from political power and drove them towards an ethnic-nationalist 

programme. The wealth and cultural prestige of late-Victorian Britain, 

largely founded upon London’s centripetal attractions, flagged in the 
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wake of world war and depression. And, amid the huge general cri- 

sis that embroiled most of Eurasia after 1917, the appeal of British 

‘modernity’ on which the Victorians had relied first came under siege 

and then faded away. When Whitehall rolled up the map of the world 

in the late 1960s, the substance of world power had already shrivelled 

up, leaving only the ghost of the British world-system. It only remained 

to acknowledge its passing. 
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