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Introduction

I

It was early December 2017 and my wife and I were at Heathrow airport, waiting to board a flight to Germany. Just before setting off for the departure gate, I could not resist checking my email just one last time. My attention sharpened when I saw a message in my inbox from the University of Oxford’s Public Affairs Directorate. I clicked on it. What I found was notification that my ‘Ethics and Empire’ project had become the target of an online denunciation by a group of students, followed by reassurance from the university that it had risen to defend my right to run such a thing. So began a public row that raged for the best part of a month. Four days after I flew, the eminent imperial historian who had conceived the project with me abruptly resigned. Within a week of the first online denunciation, two further ones appeared, this time manned by professional academics, the first comprising fifty-eight colleagues at Oxford, the second, about two hundred academics from around the world. For over a fortnight, my name was in the press every day.

What had I done to deserve all this unexpected attention? Three things. In late 2015 and early 2016 I had offered a qualified defence of the late-nineteenth-century imperialist Cecil Rhodes during the first Rhodes Must Fall campaign in Oxford.[1] Then, second, in late November 2017, I published a column in The Times newspaper, in which I referred approvingly to Bruce Gilley’s controversial article ‘The Case for Colonialism’, and argued that we British have reason to feel pride as well as shame about our imperial past.[2] Note: pride, as well as shame. And a few days later, third, I finally got around to publishing an online account of the ‘Ethics and Empire’ project, whose first conference had in fact been held the previous July.[3] Contrary to what the critics seemed to think, this project is not designed to defend the British Empire, or even empire in general. Rather, it aims to select and analyse evaluations of empire from ancient China to the modern period, in order to understand and reflect on the ethical terms in which empires have been viewed historically. A classic instance of such an evaluation is St Augustine’s The City of God, the early-fifth-century AD defence of Christianity, which involves a generally critical reading of the Roman Empire. Nonetheless, ‘Ethics and Empire’, aware that the imperial form of political organisation was common across the world and throughout history until 1945, does not assume that empire is always and everywhere wicked, and does assume that the history of empires should inform – positively, as well as negatively – the foreign policy of Western states today.[4]

II

Thus did I stumble, blindly, into the Imperial History Wars.[5] Had I been a professional historian, I would have known what to expect, but being a mere ethicist, I did not. Still, naivety has its advantages, bringing fresh eyes to see sharply what weary ones have learned to live with. One surprising thing I have seen is that many of my critics are really not interested in the complicated, morally ambiguous truth about the past. For example, in the autumn of 2015 some students began to agitate to have an obscure statue of Cecil Rhodes removed from its plinth overlooking Oxford’s High Street. The case against Rhodes was that he was South Africa’s equivalent of Hitler, and the supporting evidence was encapsulated in this damning quotation: ‘I prefer land to n---ers … the natives are like children. They are just emerging from barbarism … one should kill as many n---ers as possible.’[6] However, initial research discovered that the Rhodes Must Fall campaigners had lifted this quotation verbatim from a book review by Adekeye Adebajo, a former Rhodes Scholar who is now director of the Institute for Pan-African Thought and Conversation at the University of Johannesburg. Further digging revealed that the ‘quotation’ was, in fact, made up from three different elements drawn from three different sources. The first had been lifted from a novel. The other two had been misleadingly torn out of their proper contexts. And part of the third appears to have been made up.[7]

There is no doubt that the real Rhodes was a moral mixture, but he was no Hitler. Far from being racist, he showed consistent sympathy for individual black Africans throughout his life. And in an 1894 speech he made plain his view: ‘I do not believe that they are different from ourselves.’[8] Nor did he attempt genocide against the southern African Ndebele people in 1896 – as might be suggested by the fact that the Ndebele tended his grave from 1902 for decades. And he had nothing at all to do with General Kitchener’s ‘concentration camps’ during the Second Anglo-Boer War of 1899–1902, which themselves had nothing morally in common with Auschwitz. Moreover, Rhodes did support a franchise in Cape Colony that gave black Africans the vote on the same terms as whites; he helped to finance a black African newspaper; and he established his famous scholarship scheme, which was explicitly colour-blind and whose first black (American) beneficiary was selected within five years of his death.[9]

However, none of these historical details seemed to matter to the student activists baying for Rhodes’ downfall, or to the professional academics who supported them. Since I published my view of Rhodes – complete with evidence and argument – in March 2016, no one has offered any critical response at all. Notwithstanding that, when the Rhodes Must Fall campaign revived four years later in the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement, the same old false allegations revived with it, utterly unchastened. Thus, in the Guardian newspaper, an Oxford doctoral student (and former editor of the Oxford University Commonwealth Law Journal) was still slandering Rhodes as a ‘génocidaire’ in June 2020.[10]

This unscrupulous indifference to historical truth indicates that the controversy over empire is not really a controversy about history at all. It is about the present, not the past.[11] An empire is a single state that contains a variety of peoples, one of which is dominant. As a form of political organisation, it has been around for millennia and has appeared on every continent. The Assyrians were doing empire in the Middle East over four thousand years ago. They were followed by the Egyptians, the Babylonians and the Persians. In the sixth century BC the Carthaginians established a series of colonies around the Mediterranean. Then came the Athenians, followed by the Romans and after them the Byzantine rump. Empire first appeared in China in the third century BC and, despite periodic collapses, still survives today. From the seventh century AD Muslim Arabs invaded east as far as Afghanistan and west as far as central France. In the fifteenth century empire proved very popular: the Ottomans were doing it in Asia Minor, the Mughals in the Indian subcontinent, the Incas in South America and the Aztecs in Mesoamerica. Further north, a couple of centuries later, the Comanche extended their imperial sway over much of what is now Texas, while the Asante were expanding their control in West Africa. And in the 1820s King Shaka led the highly militarised Zulus in scattering other South African peoples to several of the four winds, conducting at least one exterminationist war.

Set in this global historical context, the emergence of European empires from the fifteenth century onwards is hardly remarkable. The Portuguese were first off the mark, followed by the Spanish, and then, in the sixteenth century, by the Dutch, the French and the English. The Scots attempted (in vain) to join their ranks in the 1690s and the Russians did so in the 1700s. What is remarkable, however, is that the contemporary controversy about empire shows no interest at all in any of the non-European empires, past or present. European empires are its sole concern, and of these, above all others, the English – or, as it became after the Anglo-Scottish Union of 1707, the British – one.[12] The reason for this focus is that the real target of today’s anti-imperialists or anti-colonialists is the West or, more precisely, the Anglo-American liberal world order that has prevailed since 1945. This order is supposed to be responsible for the economic and political woes of what used to be called the ‘Developing World’ and now answers to the name ‘Global South’. Allegedly, it continues to express the characteristic ‘white supremacism’ and ‘racism’ of the old European empires, displaying arrogant, ignorant disdain for non-Western cultures, thereby humiliating non-white peoples. And it presumes to impose alien values and to justify military interference. So, since British colonialism is the main target of contemporary critics, that will be the focus of this book – though much that obtained in the British case also obtained in the other European ones, too.

The anti-colonialists are a disparate bunch. They include academic ‘post-colonialists’, whose bible is Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) and who tend to inhabit university departments of literature rather than those of history.[13] For one expression of their view, take Elleke Boehmer, professor of world literature in English at the University of Oxford, whose departmental web-page presents her as ‘a founding figure in the field of colonial and postcolonial studies’:


Is killing other people bad? Yes. Is rapacious invasion bad? Absolutely. And so it must follow that empires are bad, as they typically operate through killing and invasion. Across history, empires have involved the imposition of force by one power or people upon others. That imposition generally involves violence, including cultural and linguistic violence, such as the suppression and subsequent loss of native languages … [E]mpire requires exclusion to operate … spawning wars and genocides … [N]o empire sets out to bring law and order to other peoples in the first instance. That is not empire’s primary aim. The first motivating forces are profit and more profit.[14]



How historically accurate, politically realistic and morally sophisticated such a view is, readers may judge for themselves in the light of what follows in this book. But whatever its intellectual merits, academic ‘post-colonialism’ is not just of academic importance. It is politically important, too, insofar as its world-view is absorbed by student citizens and moves them to repudiate the dominance of the West.

Thus, academic post-colonialism is an ally – no doubt, inadvertent – of Vladimir Putin’s regime in Russia and the Chinese Communist Party, which are determined to expand their own (respectively) authoritarian and totalitarian power at the expense of the West. In effect, if not by intent, they are supported by the West’s own hard left, whose British branch would have the United Kingdom withdraw from NATO, surrender its nuclear weapons, renounce global policing and retire to free-ride on the moral high ground alongside neutral Switzerland. Thinking along the same utopian lines, some Scottish nationalists equate Britain with empire, and empire with evil, and see the secession of Scotland from the Anglo-Scottish Union and the consequent break-up of the United Kingdom as an act of national repentance and redemption. Meanwhile, with their eyes glued to more domestic concerns, self-appointed spokespeople for non-white minorities claim that systemic racism continues to be nourished by a persistent colonial mentality, and so clamour for the ‘decolonisation’ of public statuary and university reading lists.

In order to undermine these oppressive international and national orders, the anti-colonialists have to undermine faith in them. In his novel The Man Without Qualities, which lay unfinished at his death in 1942, Robert Musil mused on the decline of the Austro-Hungarian Empire before the First World War: ‘However well founded an order may be, it always rests in part on a voluntary faith in it … once this unaccountable and uninsurable faith is used up, the collapse soon follows; epochs and empires crumble no differently from business concerns when they lose their credit’.[15] One important way of corroding faith in the West is to denigrate its record, a major part of which is the history of European empires. And of all those empires, the primary target is the British one, which was by far the largest and gave birth to the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. This is why the anti-colonialists have focused on slavery, presenting it as the West’s dirty secret, which epitomises its essential, oppressive, racist white supremacism. This, they claim, is who we really are. This is what we must repent of.

Politically, this makes good sense. If you want to make others obey your will, it is surely useful to subvert their self-confidence and exploit their guilt. If Henry Kissinger is to be believed, ever since Sun Tzu’s Art of War in the fifth century BC, China’s Realpolitik has placed a premium on gaining psychological advantage.[16] Certainly, its agents are looking to gain that now. In 2011 a British diplomat in China was told, ‘What you have to remember is that you come from a weak and declining nation.’[17] And when, in July 2020, Britain criticised the Chinese regime for running roughshod over the Sino-British Joint Declaration of 1984, in which China had agreed to respect Hong Kong’s relative autonomy and liberal rights, Beijing’s ambassador was quick to dismiss the criticism as colonial interference.[18] Similarly, when the hard left wants to undercut Britain’s role as a major supporter of the post-1945 liberal international order, or when Scottish separatists want to deepen alienation from the United Kingdom, it is politically useful to recount the history of the British Empire as a litany of ugly racial prejudice, rapacious economic exploitation and violent atrocity.[19]

This all makes good sense politically – provided that the end justifies any means and you have no scruples about telling the truth. Historically, however, it does not make good sense at all. As with Cecil Rhodes, so with the British Empire in general, the whole truth is morally complicated and ambiguous. Even the history of British involvement in slavery had a virtuous ending, albeit one that the anti-colonialists are determined we should overlook. After a century and a half of transporting slaves to the West Indies and the American colonies, the British abolished both the trade and the institution within the empire in the early 1800s. They then spent the subsequent century and a half exercising their imperial power in deploying the Royal Navy to stop slave ships crossing the Atlantic and Indian oceans, and in suppressing the Arab slave trade across Africa.[20]

There is, therefore, a more historically accurate, fairer, more positive story to be told about the British Empire than the anti-colonialists want us to hear. And the importance of that story is not just past but present, not just historical but political. What is at stake is not merely the pedantic truth about yesterday, but the self-perception and self-confidence of the British today, and the way they conduct themselves in the world tomorrow. What is also at stake, therefore, is the very integrity of the United Kingdom and the security of the West. That is why I have written this book.[21]

III

What I have written is not a history of the British Empire but a moral assessment of it. Whenever historians write about empire what they say is coloured by their moral values and principles. I do not criticise them for that, since it is inevitable. Even if we are absolutely scrupulous in finding out and acknowledging all of the relevant facts, when those facts involve human actions or their institutional results, our interpretation of them – our very choice of words in which to make sense of them, the manner in which we build a coherent story out of them – is bound to reflect our moral judgements. So historians cannot reasonably be criticised for expressing a moral point of view in their thinking and writing.

However, what sometimes deserves criticism is their lack of awareness of it. For example, in their letter of protest against my ‘Ethics and Empire’ project in December 2017, the fifty-eight Oxford academics (some of whom were historians) declared that ‘Good and evil may be meaningful terms of analysis for theologians. They are useless to historians.’[22] If they meant that historians are not primarily in the business of making moral assessments, then they were quite correct: historians are not trained to do that. However, their dismissive tone suggests that they were saying something more: that the making of moral judgements was professionally beneath them, something that lesser, unscientific mortals indulge in. In that, they were both wrong and blind. Their own letter was rife with moral assumptions and judgements, but, not knowing much about ethics, they were unaware of it. Consequently, their judgements were merely asserted, not argued.

IV

In contrast, let me put my ethical cards on the table, face up, so that readers do not have to waste time puzzling over what they might be, and so that they know where to deploy pinches of sceptical salt, if they so wish, in the pages that follow.

First of all, it is often said about colonialism that we ought not to judge the past by the present. That is, I think, both true and untrue. It is untrue, if it means that we should not judge at all. We are moral beings; we cannot help but make moral judgements and react negatively, say, to historic instances of excessive violence. If we pretend not to judge, we will judge anyway, but obliquely.

On the other hand, it is true that we should not judge the past by the present, if it means one of two things. One is that human beings are always in the process of learning morally, and that some moral truths that are obvious to us were just not obvious to our ancestors. To us, for example, it is obvious that slavery is wrong, because it makes one person the absolutely disposable property of another. However, to most of our ancestors up until the second half of the eighteenth century, slavery was a fact of life – an institution that had existed all over the world since time immemorial. There could be good or bad forms of it – some granting slaves certain rights, others not; some being merciful, others being cruel – but the institution itself was taken for granted.[23] We should forgive our ancestors for not perceiving some moral truths quite as clearly as we do, just as we shall surely need forgiveness from our grandchildren for our own moral dullness.

The second sense in which it is true that we should not judge the past by the present is that the circumstances of the past were often very different from our own, and that good moral judgements will take that into account. The peace and security that most people in the early twenty-first century West take for granted as normal are, historically, quite extraordinary. We may hold, for example, to the moral principle that violence should only be used when necessary and kept to a minimum. Yet violence that would be excessive in the peaceful circumstances of contemporary Britain, and in a world governed by the post-1945 international legal order, might not have been excessive in the unstable circumstances of weak nineteenth- or early-twentieth-century states or in conflicts between peoples representing vastly different cultures and restrained by no commonly recognised conventions. We cannot help but judge the past by our present ethics. We can make sure, however, that our present ethics are informed by a sensitivity to human limits and frailty and by a historical imagination that enables us to enter sympathetically into the moral constraints and demands of circumstances very different from our own. That is, we can ensure that our morality is not self-righteously, rigidly moralistic.

The next thing to say is that I am a Christian by conviction and a theologian by profession, so my ethics are shaped, first and foremost, by Christian principles and tradition. That does not mean that readers who are not Christian need find my moral views entirely alien. I am also a human being and I share a more or less common world with other humans. What is more, as a Christian I am inclined to believe that that common world is structured by universal moral principles, and my study of ethics, both in the West and outside it, has confirmed that that is indeed so. For example, when, in 2013, I attended a conference on the ethics of war in Hong Kong, I discovered that ancient and medieval Confucian tradition had developed a concept of ‘just war’ that was very similar to the one developed in the Christian West – in spite of the fact that Chinese civilisation and Christendom had developed almost entirely independently of each other until the early modern period. What they had in common, they had not borrowed from each other.

My Christian ethical viewpoint can be characterised in two general senses as ‘realistic’. First, it involves the belief that there is an objective moral reality that precedes, frames and dignifies with significance all human choices: there are universal moral principles.

Second, in my ethical thinking I aspire to be honest about human limitations, about the enveloping fog that not infrequently blurs the sharpest eyes, about the inevitability of risk and about the relative intractability of historic legacy. When Joseph Chamberlain, British colonial secretary, commented on imperial policy in South Africa in 1900, ‘We have to lie on the bed which our predecessors made for us’, he spoke with an admirable practical wisdom that academics – including ethicists – and student activists typically lack.[24] Not having such wisdom, they lack a compassionate appreciation of the constraints under which human beings so often have to act. Consequently, they also lack forgiveness for honest error and tragic failure.

More specifically, my ethics include the belief that all human beings are basically equal. This bears thinking about, because in so many respects human beings are unequal – in beauty, intelligence, moral virtue, physical strength, material resources, political power, opportunity and, yes, potential. Social engineering can reduce some of those inequalities, but not all of them. I could say that humans are nevertheless equal in ‘dignity’, but that really would not get us very far, so long as the meaning of ‘dignity’ remains obscure. The best I can do to clarify it is to say that I believe all humans share the dignity of being accountable for the spending of their lives to a God who looks with compassion upon their limitations and burdens.

Belief in the basic equality of human beings does not imply that all cultures are equal. A culture that can write is superior in that technical respect to one that cannot. A culture that knows that the earth is round is superior in that intellectual respect to one that does not. A culture that abhors human sacrifice to the gods and female infanticide is superior in that moral respect to one that practises them.

Nor does belief in basic equality mean that I consider social hierarchy to be immoral. Any large-scale human society will need to work out a division of labour, whereby some sit in a planning office while others dig ditches. The moral challenge is to prevent a functional hierarchy, where relations of authority and subordination are justified by organisational efficiency, from ossifying into an essential one, where those relations are thought to be natural.

Even if human beings were all saints, government would still be needed to organise them. But since human beings are not all saints, since all of us are sometimes inclined to break common rules and abuse our neighbours, government is needed to maintain law and order. This remains its basic moral responsibility, even when it acquires other responsibilities for promoting the welfare of its citizens, since without law and order nothing human can flourish – unless you think that the unconstrained power of the warlord is a form of flourishing.

I am not a pacifist. I do think that the maintenance of just law and order sometimes requires physical coercion. The fact that the need for such coercion is regrettable, even lamentable, does not lessen its necessity.

As I see it, whether or not a policy that involves killing – or any other policy, for that matter – is morally right or wrong is not determined simply by its effects or consequences. What decides its moral quality are the motive and intention of the agent, and the proportionality of its means to its ends. Let me explain. In order to be morally right, a policy must primarily want or intend something good or valuable. Not infrequently, however, circumstances confront us with a dilemma: we cannot achieve one thing that is valuable without (at least the risk of) causing damage to another thing that is also valuable. In such a situation, it might be morally right for us to proceed, knowing that we will probably or even certainly damage the latter. Whether such a choice is morally justifiable depends on the valuable quality of our ultimate goal, but not on that alone. It also requires that the means that might or will cause damage are ‘proportionate’ – that is, best fitted to achieve the valuable goal, while calibrated to risk minimal damage en route.

The pursuit of what is valuable or good is basic to the moral rightness of anything we do, even if it is not sufficient for it. What is good for us is in our genuine interest. Therefore, there is nothing at all wrong with pursuing our own genuine interests – indeed, we have a duty to do so. As with individuals, so with governments. Governments have a responsibility to look after the interests of their people. As the French political philosopher Yves Simon wrote during the Abyssinia crisis of 1935, ‘What should we think, truly, about a government that would leave out of its preoccupations the interests of the nation that it governs?’[25] This duty is not unlimited, of course. There cannot be a moral obligation to pursue the interests of one’s own people by doing an injustice to others. Still, not every pursuit of national interest does involve injustice; so the fact that national interests are among the motives for a government’s policy need not make it immoral.

Sometimes individuals and governments can be well motivated to achieve an important good, and they can choose their means of getting there conscientiously, and yet, through the bad fortune of relentlessly adverse circumstances, they can still fail. Not all failure to do good or avoid evil is immoral and culpable. Some of it is honest and tragic. Where that is so, the fitting response is not blame, but compassion.

History contains an ocean of injustice, most of it unremedied and now lying beyond correction in this world. Even with respect to recent crimes, the attempt at human justice is haphazard and its achievement fragmentary. Those sober facts oblige realism. Yet human beings seem to have a deep instinct for justice that will not let us settle for less, obliges us to hope against hope and drives us to our knees. The resultant posture, situated between cynicism and utopianism, is well captured by Reinhold Niebuhr’s famous prayer: ‘God give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage to change the things that should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.’[26]

V

Before I release the reader into the main body of this book, four things remain to be done. First, let me make a couple of terminological points. ‘Imperialism’ and ‘colonialism’ are often used as synonyms to refer loosely to the phenomenon of empire. Strictly speaking, however, a distinction should be made between them, since sometimes empire did not involve colonisation. Much of British India, for example, comprised the ‘princely states’ that were largely autonomous, but subject to British imperial ‘advice’ or supervision. They were never colonised in the sense of having Britons permanently take over their direct administration or settle in dominating numbers on their territory. As it happens, I am inclined to avoid using either word, since the suffix ‘ism’ connotes an ideological system or practical unity and essence that does not do justice to the changing variety that was actually the British Empire.

I should also explain my choice of words to denote the peoples that met the British when they first arrived in North America, the Caribbean, Africa and Asia. As a rule, I refer to them, in the first instance, as ‘native peoples’. However, where overuse would sound clumsy I deploy ‘natives’ instead. As I use it here, the word ‘native’ does not connote cultural primitiveness any more than it does when I describe myself as ‘a native of Scotland’ or when, later in this book, I refer to the ‘natives’ of Britain in the 1940s. I could have used the word ‘indigenes’ instead, but I decided not to simply because it is less familiar. When it comes to the native peoples of Australia and Tasmania, however, I use the word ‘aboriginals’, partly because it is customary and partly because, unlike most of the native peoples elsewhere, they really were the original inhabitants of the territory on which the British found them.

VI

Next, I have consigned most of my skirmishes with historians to the endnotes. However, at several points in the main text readers will find themselves presented with what is, in effect, a critical review of a particular book or report. The purpose in each case is the same: to lay bare the gap between the data and the reasons given on the one hand, and the anti-colonialist assertions and judgements made on the other. The exposure of this gap naturally raises the question, Why? – or more precisely, What? That is to say, what is it that has propelled assertion and judgement to run out ahead of their supporting data and reasons? The obvious answer is moral and political conviction. There is nothing wrong, of course, with moral and political conviction animating historical interpretation. Indeed, as I have already said, I think it inevitable, and it certainly obtains in my own case. What is wrong, however, is when moral and political motives refuse to allow themselves to be tempered or corrected by data and reason. For then, the motives distort and mislead; and when they distort and mislead repeatedly and wilfully, they lie. I consider this issue further in the Epilogue.

VII

Third, for those readers whose knowledge of the history of the British Empire is sketchy, let me offer the framework of a bare chronology. The English Empire began with the expansion of the Kingdom of Wessex during the ninth and tenth centuries to create a unitary state encompassing roughly the territory now called ‘England’. States do not exist naturally; they have to be founded. And after being founded, they usually grow in territorial extent and wider influence. That growth can reasonably be called ‘imperial’. Empire, then, is a phase in the history of many a nation-state.

In 1066 the Anglo-Saxon Kingdom of England was incorporated by conquest into the Norman Empire, which at its height included Sicily and enclaves on the shores of North Africa. Just over a hundred years later, the Normans established a foothold in Ireland around Dublin. In the late 1200s, their Plantagenet successors conquered Wales.

In the 1580s English Protestants were encouraged to establish ‘plantations’ or settlements in Munster, the south-western part of the island of Ireland, and in the early 1600s Scottish Protestants were encouraged to settle in Ulster, the northern part.[27] The same period saw the beginning of English colonisation of the eastern seaboard of North America and the West Indies.

In 1707 the Kingdoms of England and Scotland were united by treaty, and the ‘English’ Empire became the ‘British’ Empire. In 1713 at the end of the War of the Spanish Succession, Britain acquired Newfoundland and what became known as Nova Scotia (as well as Gibraltar). Fifty years later in 1763, at the conclusion of the worldwide Seven Years’ War with France (whose North American component is known as the ‘French and Indian Wars’), Quebec was added to Britain’s possessions in North America. Two decades later in 1783, following the American War of Independence, the British Empire lost all of its North American colonies south of the Great Lakes, retaining only what became known as ‘Canada’.

The growth of Britain’s commercial involvement with India (and points further east, such as Malaya, Singapore and China) was marked by the founding of the East India Company (EIC) in 1600. From 1757 for a hundred years the EIC not only traded with Indian merchants but came to rule vast swathes of Indian territory. After the Indian Mutiny of 1857, the company’s ‘Raj’ (or rule) passed to the British Crown.

The British first established a colony in Australia in 1788. They purchased the leasehold right to establish a trading post in Singapore in 1819. They formally incorporated New Zealand into the empire at Ma-ori request in 1840. And they acquired Hong Kong by treaty with imperial China in 1842.

The first imperial perch in Africa was established at its southernmost tip, the Cape of Good Hope, in 1814, when the Dutch surrendered it. (In the same year, Malta also joined the empire.) In West Africa British influence grew along the coast, and then into the interior, from the 1870s, eventually founding colonies in the Gold Coast (Ghana) and Nigeria. Twenty years later the same happened in East Africa (Uganda and Kenya), during which period Cecil Rhodes’ British South Africa Company pushed north from the Cape into what became Rhodesia. After the Second Anglo-Boer War, the Union of South Africa was created in 1910, bringing the two formerly Dutch Afrikaner republics of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal under British imperial sovereignty. In 1922 Tanganyika came under British rule according to a League of Nations’ mandate.

In the later 1870s a financial crisis brought British administration to Egypt. The aftermath of the Russo-Turkish War brought it to Cyprus in 1878, and the First World War brought it to Palestine and Iraq.

Meanwhile the so-called ‘white settler colonies’ were acquiring greater autonomy within the empire. In 1867 Canada was the first to be granted the status of a ‘dominion’, followed by Australia, New Zealand and South Africa in the opening decade of the 1900s. Despite attempts to woo them into a federal system, the dominions were granted almost complete legislative independence in 1931. The community comprising Britain and the dominions, in which members enjoyed formal independence but shared cultural ties and political interests, was described as the ‘British Commonwealth of Nations’.[28]

After two and a half years of violence between militant nationalists on the one hand, and the British state and its supporters on the other, southern Ireland accepted the status of a dominion within the empire in 1922, only to exchange it for that of a republic in 1949. Egypt also gained independence in 1922, Iraq in 1932, India and Pakistan in 1947, and Palestine (as the State of Israel) in 1948. All of Britain’s remaining African colonies became independent states between 1956 and 1965. Hong Kong was handed back to China in 1997.

Today, two direct vestiges of the British Empire remain. First, there are the fourteen ‘Overseas Territories’ that retain a constitutional link with Britain, which continues to bear responsibility for defence and foreign relations. Most of these are islands in the Caribbean Sea, the Mid- and South Atlantic, and the Indian and Pacific oceans. Others are Gibraltar, the two Sovereign Base Areas on Cyprus, and the British Antarctic Territory. The other imperial vestige is the Commonwealth of Nations, which comprises fifty-four independent countries in Europe, the Americas, Africa, Asia and the Pacific. The vast majority of these used to be parts of the British Empire, but the two most recent members were not: Mozambique (1995) and Rwanda (2009).

VIII

Finally, as I have said, what now follows is not a history of the British Empire, but a moral evaluation of it. Accordingly, the book is not ordered chronologically. Rather, each chapter addresses a set of moral questions that the history of the empire raises: Was imperial endeavour driven primarily by greed and the lust to dominate? (Chapter 1); Should we speak of ‘colonialism and slavery’ in the same breath, as if they were the same thing? (Chapter 2); Was the British Empire essentially racist? (Chapter 3); How far was it based on the conquest of land? (Chapter 4) Did it involve genocide? (Chapter 5); Was it driven fundamentally by the motive of economic exploitation? (Chapter 6); Since colonial government was not democratic, did that make it illegitimate? (Chapter 7); and, Was the empire essentially violent, and was its violence pervasively racist and terroristic? (Chapter 8). In the Conclusion, I summarise my moral evaluation of the British colonial past. And in an Epilogue, I consider the nature and motives of anti-colonialism and its bearing upon the British future.





1

Motives, Good and Bad

I

Anti-colonialists often talk about ‘the colonial project’, as if an empire such as the British one was a single, unitary enterprise with a coherent essence. Then they characterise that supposed essence in terms of domination, despotism, oppression, racism, white supremacism, exploitation, theft or unconstrained violence. In this way they imply that its driving motives were lust for power, delight in domination, racial contempt and greed.[1]

Such a description does not fare well in the light of history. No one woke up one sunny morning in London and said, ‘Let’s go and conquer the world.’ In that sense, the British Empire was not from its inception a coherent project, methodically developed out of some original plan. It was not started by a single agent or like-minded group of agents. Therefore, it was not the fruit of a single motive or cluster of motives, such as the desire to dominate and exploit, or even to improve and civilise. There was no essential motivation behind the British Empire.[2]

While that has been true of most empires, it has not been true of all of them. Most notoriously, the brief but extensive European empire of the Nazi regime in Germany, which lasted a mere seven years from the Anschluss with Austria in March 1938 to Germany’s surrender to the Allies in May 1945, was the fruit of a single mind, supported and qualified by a group of political allies. More than any other, Adolf Hitler and his spellbinding vision of things generated a coherent Nazi project, driven by a set of powerful motives: revenge upon France for the military defeat of 1918 and the humiliating peace terms of 1919; the yearning to see Germany recover its rightful, dominant position in European and world affairs; the hatred of Bolshevism, cosmopolitan capitalism, America and, above all, Jewry; and the concomitant desire to purge the world of these evils. Therefore, of the Nazi empire, which at its height in 1942 ran from the Atlantic coast of France to the River Volga in Russia, and from Finland to Libya, one can say that it had an essence of leading motives: resentment, vengeance, hatred and racist loathing. Most empires, however, were not so unitary, deliberate and coherent.

The British Empire was certainly neither a single project nor animated by a single aim. The main motive that propelled the imperial expansion of the Kingdom of Wessex over England and then of Norman England over Wales was, as is often the case, the desire of a state for security against, respectively, Danish enemies who threatened its autonomy and Welsh raiders who disturbed the peace of its borders. But sometimes it was a case of royal authority sanctioning the gains of private knightly enterprise after the fact, in order to maintain a measure of control over potential rivals – as when the rule of Henry II of England followed Norman knights in the hire of Irish chiefs to Ireland. The Tudor foundation of colonies in North America was also driven by the desire to secure England against the dominant power of imperial Spain. (Not for the first or last time would the beginnings of an empire be ‘anti-imperialist’. So was the Revolutionary origin of the later, nineteenth-century western empire of the United States.) Resistance to dominant power is not its own justification, however. Some dominant powers deserve to be accepted. So England’s resistance to Spanish imperialism in the sixteenth century needs to give an account of itself.

That justifying account comes in terms, first of all, of religion, but then also of liberty. England was Protestant and Spain was Catholic, and under Philip II Spain was committed to eliminating Protestantism and recovering Protestant Europe for the Roman Church – if need be, by force of arms. Accordingly, Spanish armies waged war against the Dutch, off and on, for eighty years. But the ‘religious’ war between Catholics and Protestants was not simply an arcane, if bloody squabble over different views of the Eucharist; it was bound up with opposing views of authority and autonomy, both in the church and in wider society. Protestantism typically elevated the conscience of the individual, promoted the notion of the priesthood of all believers and accordingly downgraded the authority of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Insofar as the Christian Church was held to be a model for a Christian society as a whole, this Protestant anti-authoritarianism had political implications. The ‘Reformation Wall’, which was opened in the grounds of the University of Geneva in 1909, inscribes in statuary and stone what those implications amounted to: ‘liberty’, whether in Switzerland, Scotland, England or New England. Tudor England under its Protestant queen, Elizabeth I, was no democracy, of course. However, intent on sparing her kingdom the bloodshed being spilled over religion on the other side of the English Channel, Elizabeth set about creating a comparatively broad Church of England that was a somewhat Catholic version of Protestantism. It is true that non-conformists, whether Protestant or Catholic, were subject to penalties, which, when enforced in times of foreign threat or political crisis, could be very severe indeed. Nevertheless, from the beginning, the Anglican Church was marked by a certain liberal strain, as expressed by its great sixteenth-century apologist, the Christian humanist Richard Hooker, when he wrote, ‘We must acknowledge even heretics themselves to be, though a maimed part, yet a part of the visible Church.’[3] England’s resistance to imperial Spain’s domination, therefore, was a defence not only of Protestantism, with its seeds of anti-authoritarian politics, but also of a relatively liberal ecclesiastical arrangement, which was designed to prevent civil war.

So among the reasons for the earliest English colonisation of North America were the desires to defend national autonomy, the freedom to be Protestant and a broad Church designed to prevent bloodshed on the streets. Subordinate to these were other motives, too. ‘Privateers’ such as Sir Francis Drake and Sir Walter Raleigh were licensed by the Crown to raid Spanish shipping and ports for silver and gold, and to establish colonies in order to mine for them. For the privateers, this held the prospect of amassing fabulous private wealth; and for the Crown, the prospect of augmenting revenue by taking a 20 per cent cut of the proceeds.

The extension of English – and after 1707, British – control over territories in distant parts of the globe was often a consequence of international rivalry and war, and the associated need to gain a competitive advantage. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the main rival was Spain. From the late seventeenth to the early nineteenth centuries it was France. Initially, France represented the authoritarian Catholicism and monarchical absolutism that England had repudiated. After 1793, it represented terroristic revolution imposed by military force, and then, under Napoleon, the scarcely less frightening prospect of invasion and foreign domination. In the second half of the nineteenth century, Russia became a strategic threat to British interests in the Near East and in India; and in 1914–18 Germany’s illegal invasion and ruthless occupation of Belgium and France posed a direct threat to the security of Britain itself. In the course of each of these international struggles, Britain acquired more territory in the Americas, Africa, the Middle East and the Indian subcontinent.

II

The desire of self-defence and therefore advantage in international competition or war was often the leading imperial motive of those who ruled Britain, whether from the throne or from Parliament. More widespread, popular motives were the need to make one’s way in the world, the intention to trade and the excitement of foreign adventure. Take, for example, John Malcolm. Born to a tenant farmer in rural south-west Scotland in 1769, Malcolm left home at the age of twelve with a parochial school education and travelled south. He did this because his father had gone bankrupt and could no longer afford to feed his seventeen children. Once in London, Malcolm obtained a place in the Madras Army of the East India Company (EIC), and just over a year later sailed east. In the course of the remaining fifty years of his life, Malcolm fought battles against the Marathas, learned Persian, led three diplomatic missions to the Shah of Persia, wrote a History of Persia that Goethe is known to have borrowed three times from Weimar’s State Library and ended up as governor of Bombay. Malcolm’s case fits perfectly into the category of ‘hard-luck stories of men travelling to the Subcontinent for perfectly decent motives and without any desire to fleece its inhabitants’.[4] Thus, the necessity of making his own way in the world and earning a living, the lure of adventure, the need to exhibit martial prowess, earnest fascination with foreign culture and eventually the ambition to exercise his talents in ruling: all of these propelled Malcolm, first of all, into the British Empire, and then into confirming and expanding it.[5]

The variety of Malcolm’s own personal motives, however, were channelled through those of the institution that he spent his adult life in serving. As its name suggests, the East India Company was a commercial corporation, which had received a royal charter from Queen Elizabeth I in 1600. This charter granted the company a monopoly on English trade with all countries east of the Cape of Good Hope and west of the Straits of Magellan – the monopoly being designed to offset the very high risks attending seaborne trade in an era of small, wooden ships and pirates roaming unpoliced oceans. Twelve years later, the EIC won permission from the Mughal emperor to establish its first trading post at Surat on the west coast of the Indian subcontinent. Making profit out of trade and giving the shareholders a decent return on their investment, therefore, was the company’s primary motive.

Then as now, however, prosperous trade depended upon political peace, and from the middle of the seventeenth century central and northern India became increasingly disturbed. The Muslim Mughals had come to rule in northern India after invading from Afghanistan in the 1520s, and especially from the 1550s onward their empire expanded until it covered almost all of India. From the early 1680s, however, this empire was weakened internally by a series of insurrections against oppressive taxation. Then in 1739–40 a Persian invasion defeated the emperor and occupied his capital, Delhi. Thereafter, the Mughal Empire disintegrated into a plurality of states that were virtually independent, while paying lip service to imperial authority, and whose rivalry often escalated into armed conflict. Some territories became virtually stateless.[6] Imperial weakness allowed northern India to be invaded four times by the Afghans between 1748 and 1761. One consequence of these foreign raids was to enlarge the market for professional, mercenary cavalrymen, who sold their ‘protection’ to the highest bidder and lived off the peasantry between contracts. In this situation, ‘[l]ocalised anarchy hindered the exchange of goods. Throughout this period the British, French, and Dutch trading companies grumbled about the losses they suffered from an upsurge in brigandage and coastal piracy.’[7] The EIC’s commercial interests naturally entailed an interest in security, and since the Mughal imperial authorities were not providing that security, the company – along with its European counterparts – set about securing itself by developing a private armed force, mostly by hiring and training Indians. In 1755, to bolster this commercial protection on the eve of what would turn out to be seven years of worldwide war with France, the British government in London decided to send a Royal Navy squadron and regular British troops to supplement the EIC’s forces. This pattern of initial endeavour in private trade eventually involving public naval and military support is a common refrain in the history of the British Empire: it appeared again, for example, in the case of Hong Kong.[8]

So the logic of trade led, through the need for security, to the acquisition of military power. It also led to control over territory, but not – as is commonly assumed – through conquest. As Tirthankar Roy has written:


Turning the emergence of the empire … into a battle between good and evil creates melodrama; it invites the reader to take sides in a fake holy war. But if good soap opera, it is bad history. The empire was not an invasion. Many Indians, because they did not trust other Indians, wanted the British to secure power. They preferred British rule over indigenous alternatives and helped the Company form a state … The empire emerged mainly from alliances. It emerged from lands ‘ceded’ to the Company by Indian friends, rather than lands it ‘conquered’ … The Company came to rule India because many Indians wanted it to rule India.[9]



Rival Indian rulers were keen to enlist British military expertise and British-trained and -led troops, with a view to prevailing in local wars. In return, they often paid the company in land and the right to tax, sometimes even handing over a port and its revenue.[10] Since the primary interest of the company was to make money for its shareholders, and since a further interest of its usually underpaid agents was to make their private fortunes on the side, the combined effect was sometimes ruinous during the first decade of its rule in Bengal. (While it does not exonerate their early excesses, it does put them in perspective to note that the company’s men were not alone in their rapacity, since they were almost invariably aided by local collaborators, especially the predominantly Hindu banking and business elites.) In this fashion from the 1740s, and especially the famous victory of Robert Clive at the Battle of Plassey in 1757, to the resignation of Warren Hastings as de facto governor-general in 1785, the EIC’s Indian empire grew without any sense of imperial mission and without any grand plan, and simply in ad hoc response to commercial and money-making opportunities and the consequent requirements of security.

In an anarchical situation where there is no law that overarches states, or no authority capable of enforcing it, anxiety and fear predominate, allied to the urgent need to preserve one’s life, liberty and property. In extreme situations, of course, such preservation depends on having the military wherewithal to vanquish enemies on the field of battle, but in the intervening periods of peace it depends on deterrence, convincing enemies that open conflict is really not worth contemplating. Effective deterrence depends on maintaining military prestige, that is, a discouraging reputation for overwhelming enemies and punishing them. Thus, the logic of defence entails, if not random aggressiveness, then active pugnaciousness. In order to stay still, one has to move forward; in order to keep what you have got, you must expand. As John Malcolm put it in 1805:


It was a true saying which the great Lord Clive applied to the progress of the British Empire in India – ‘To stop is dangerous; to recede ruin’. And if we do recede … – nay, if we look as if we thought of receding – we shall have a host of enemies, and thousands who dare not even harbour a thought of opposing the irresistible tide of our success, will hasten to attack a nation which shows by its diffidence in its own power that it anticipates its downfall.[11]



Four decades later, James Abbott, army officer and administrator in the Punjab, echoed Malcolm exactly when he wrote:


Delay, when a fearful and instant retribution is everywhere expected, will be attributed to timidity. We hold our position in the Punjab wholly by force of opinion, by the general belief in our superior courage and resources. Our Empire in India has the same foundation, and one or both may pass away if we evince any symptoms of hesitancy.[12]



On this Lawrence James has commented astutely: ‘In India, as on the Anglo-Scottish marches, war had a momentum of its own.’[13]

It would be quite misleading, however, to suppose that the agents of the EIC were all about making a profit for shareholders, amassing fortunes for themselves and intimidating Indian opponents. John Malcolm was not the only company man to take a serious interest in learning about his cultural environment. Warren Hastings, for example, achieved fluency in Bengali and had a decent working knowledge of Urdu and Persian. Fascinated by India’s Hindu and Buddhist past, which had faded from sight during seven centuries of Muslim rule, he pioneered the revival of Sanskrit and sponsored the first ever English translation of the Bhagavad Gita. In 1784 he supported the prodigiously polyglot Sir William Jones in founding the Calcutta Asiatic Society, which became the centre of a cultural revival that would blossom into the Bengal Renaissance, especially in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.[14] So great was Hastings’ cultural enthusiasm that he once declared, ‘In truth, I love India a little more than my own country.’[15]

Post-colonialist disciples of Edward Said brush this aside as so much ‘Orientalist’ cultural ‘appropriation’, which is designed to confirm Westerners’ sense of their own superiority and to impress on those they rule a corresponding sense of inferiority.[16] But this fails to do justice to the phenomenon. In general, when people encounter a foreign culture, they are bound to try and understand it in their own, familiar terms. In so doing, they become aware of elements that do not fit and at that point they recognise cultural difference, which might alarm and repel them, but equally might fascinate and attract them. In this particular case, Hastings clearly admired what he encountered. Besides, it is quite hard to see how his translation of the Bhagavad Gita served to entrench British domination.[17] On the contrary, the comparative philology developed by William Jones undermined the Eurocentric assumption of the primacy of Graeco-Roman language and civilisation.[18] According to Nirad Chaudhuri, in rescuing classical Sanskritic civilisation from oblivion, Hastings, Jones and other European Orientalists ‘rendered a service to Indian and Asiatic nationalism which no native could ever have given. At one stroke it put the Indian nationalist on a par with his English ruler.’[19] It gave him the material out of which to build ‘the historical myth’ of a Hindu civilisation that was superior to Europe’s.[20]

III

One thing that never happened in British India was the mass immigration of Britons. This was largely because India was already a long-settled country, but also because the EIC discouraged European immigration, lest it cause social friction and create political trouble. The number of Britons in India was always tiny. In 1830 there were no more than 36,400 white soldiers in the whole of the vast country.[21] That had risen to only 65,000 by 1900, when the British portion of the population amounted to a mere 154,691 individuals out of a total of nearly 300 million.[22]

The situation in Africa was similar. In spite of attempts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to encourage whites to settle there – especially in South Africa and Kenya – the numbers always remained relatively small. One reason was the inhospitable climate and the threat of disease, but another was the prospect of making a better life by settling elsewhere in the world.

Nevertheless, in the eighteenth century about 500,000 people emigrated from the British Isles. And from 1815 to 1924 the number rocketed to 25 million during a period when mass migration became a global phenomenon, involving about 35 million continental Europeans, 7 million Russians, and (from 1846 to 1940) 50 million Chinese and 30 million Indians.[23] The preferred destination for British and Irish emigrants was North America, followed by Australia. From 1810 to 1860 the number of settlers in Australasia shot up from 12,000 to 1.25 million, expanding a hundredfold in fifty years. From 1790 to 1860 the population of British North America grew from about 250,000 (mostly French) to 3.25 million (mostly Anglophone), and from 1891 to 1911 the four provinces of western Canada grew sevenfold from 250,000 to 1.75 million.

The motives of migrants, then as now, were various. Some had no choice in the matter. Until the American colonists won their independence in 1783, Britons convicted of crimes judged not deserving of hanging were transported across the Atlantic to serve out their sentences on the far side. From 1788 their destination changed to Australia, where an estimated 168,000 convicts were shipped until penal transportation ceased in 1868. Of those who chose to migrate, some went in search of religious freedom – most famously, the ‘Pilgrim Fathers’, who sought to escape the Church of England and landed on the coast of what would become Massachusetts in 1620. Others fled a victorious enemy: in 1783 about 50,000 loyalists left the emergent United States for what remained of British North America – mostly to Nova Scotia, where they inadvertently and suddenly tripled the settler population, upsetting its modus vivendi with the native peoples.[24] Emigrants from Ireland and Highland Scotland were typically driven to escape dire poverty – most notably during the Great Famine in 1840s Ireland – but their counterparts from Lowland Scotland and England were probably less pushed by misery than pulled by the prospect of betterment – freehold farms, a life with leisure as well as work, an egalitarian social environment and (for men) the right to vote.[25] As James Belich has put it, ‘Settlers wanted a life as well as a living.’ What is more, they ‘were not ogres. They were whining bundles of hopes and fears just like us.’[26]

IV

For most Britons who emigrated, ‘empire’ meant primarily the opportunity of a better life for themselves and their families. However, for many, from the early decades of the nineteenth century onward, ‘empire’ also meant the opportunity to make a better life for other people. As we shall see in more detail in the next chapter, inspired by a Christian ideal of basic human equality, a popular, national movement arose in late-eighteenth-century Britain to bring about the abolition, first, of the trade in slaves from Africa across the Atlantic to the Caribbean and the American colonies, and subsequently of the institution of slavery itself throughout the empire. Thereafter, Christians and other humanitarians called for the British government to intervene in faraway parts of the world – especially West, South and East Africa – to suppress slavery. For example, in the early 1860s the famous Christian missionary, physician and explorer David Livingstone lobbied for the establishment of British imperial administration in the Shire Highlands of what is now Malawi, in order to provide a stable political environment for the development of cash crops and commerce as a necessary alternative to the trade in slaves.[27]

After the abolition of slavery in the British Empire in 1834, humanitarians turned their attention to the plight of native peoples as they suffered the large-scale influx of European migrants in British North America, Australia and New Zealand. So, in 1837, led by Quakers such as Thomas Hodgkin, they founded the Aborigines Protection Society, which flourished for the next seventy years. Merged with the Anti-Slavery Society in 1909, it lives on today as Anti-Slavery International.[28]

Meanwhile the same Christian, humanitarian, ‘improving’ spirit had taken hold of British government in India. Disquiet over the unscrupulous means by which agents of the EIC were making their fabulous fortunes, over their parliamentary influence and over the company’s lack of public accountability led to the passing in 1784 of the India Act, which placed the EIC’s territories under the dual government of the old court of directors and a new Board of Control, whose president was a member of the Cabinet and answerable to the British Parliament.[29] Two years after the Act was passed, a new ruler of British India was appointed: Charles, the Marquess Cornwallis, not long returned from the far side of the Atlantic, where he had been forced to surrender his troops to the American rebels at Yorktown. Determined to end the corruption of public government by private interests, Cornwallis stopped the EIC’s agents trading on their own accounts and using the company’s ships to dispatch their own goods back to Britain, and he raised their salaries generously in compensation. He also introduced measures to protect native weavers against commercial exploitation, and set about building a coherent system of law out of the confused legal and judicial mêlée he had inherited. To that end, he oversaw the translation into English of classic texts of Muslim and Hindu law, and in 1791 he supported the founding of a Sanskrit College in Benares, which survives to this day as Sampurnanand Sanskrit University. According to Lawrence James, Cornwallis ‘was in every way a model Governor-General’, being ‘an upright, well-intentioned soldier whose interior life had been touched by the ideals of contemporary Evangelical Christianity’. Moreover, ‘[h]is successors, Minto, Hastings, Lord William Bentinck, Auckland, Hardinge, and the Earl of Dalhousie were all, in different ways, inspired by the same creed … They saw themselves not as India’s conquerors but as its emancipators.’[30] Francis, 1st Marquess of Hastings, for example, who was governor-general from 1813 to 1823, expressly dedicated himself to promoting the ‘happiness of the vast population of this country’.[31]

V

Up until the 1870s British interests in Africa were largely limited to the coast, which provided a base for action against the slave trade, a staging post for India and the East, and entrepôts for primary resources. The expensive control of more extensive territory, often disease-ridden, held little appeal. Thereafter, however, the attraction grew for several overlapping reasons.[32] There was the need to disrupt the inland trade in slaves, partly by developing alternative forms of commerce. Allied to this was the desire to curb the southern expansion of militant Islam, lest it revive the trade. Hence the need to protect Uganda and Nyasaland from Arab incursions.[33]

Also allied was the concern to put a stop to constant internecine warfare, partly to cut off the source of the supply of slaves, partly to relieve the human misery caused by chronic conflict and partly to foster trade. Conflict
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