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I learned to recognise the thorough and primitive duality of man; I saw that, of the two natures that contended in the field of my consciousness, even if I could rightly be said to be either, it was only because I was radically both.

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON,
The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde






Author’s Note

This book contains derogatory words and phrases, quoted from historical actors, that refer to racial, ethnic, and religious groups. They are offensive. I have chosen to use these words and phrases, in their original forms, because this language represents the attitudes of some historical actors during this period and encodes much of the state-directed violence that I discuss and analyze.




Introduction


Demanding yet denying the human condition makes for an explosive contradiction.

Jean-Paul Sartre
Preface to The Wretched of the Earth, 1961



On the overcast afternoon of June 7, 2020, thousands of protesters flooded London’s streets where their presence threw into relief an emptiness that the global pandemic had brought to Britain’s capital. The void of pedestrian and traffic hum amplified the demonstrators’ voices as they reverberated through the city’s edifices dedicated to the empire. Indeed, it was the empire and its conflicted past that fueled the crowd’s demands. They marched to Westminster, where an oversize statue of Winston Churchill beckoned Parliament to take care of the liberal order that he had so valiantly championed and protected during the high noon of Britain’s empire. In death as in life, Churchill was a figure of outsize proportions, and his often-repeated quotes have stood the test of time. “Never give in, never give in, never, never, never,” he famously intoned in 1941 to a cadre of impressionable young men at his exclusive alma mater, Harrow School.1 Yet on that spring day in 2020, the inspired crowd delivered a new message. Clad largely in black with accompanying face masks, the masses gathered around Churchill’s statue with fists raised as they chorused, over and again, “Churchill was a racist.” A protester with spray paint in hand soon struck out the former prime minister’s name on the monument’s pedestal. The damning words being chanted became the statue’s new epitaph.2
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Statue of Winston Churchill, Parliament Square, London, June 7, 2020
Demands for racial justice swept through Britain at a time when COVID-19 struck its Black population with the same disproportion already evident in prison populations and police violence. Churchill was not the only historic figure now held to account. Around the time his statue was defaced, another physical testament to empire also went the way of history. In Bristol, a city built on profits gained from the trade and labor of enslaved people, Black Lives Matter demonstrations ignited from backdrafts across the Atlantic. Edward Colston’s statue became the target of protesters’ fury, and it’s not difficult to understand why. Colston was director of the Royal African Company when it forcibly transported around eighty-five thousand African men, women, and children, in conditions so inhumane that nearly a quarter of them perished before they reached the Americas. For over a century, his statue was a monument, for some, to the extraordinary beneficence that Colston bestowed on the city. For others, it represented a nation that still boasted an imperial pride built not only on shameless racial assumptions but also on the backs of countless enslaved and colonized peoples across Britain’s empire—an empire that, in its heyday, covered over a quarter of the world’s landmass and claimed 700 million people as its subjects. The protesters rendered their judgment when they toppled Colston’s statue and launched it into the River Avon.3

The silence of Colston’s final resting place stood in stark contrast to the debates over the past that haunted and divided the nation. In the eyes of many, Britain had been the purveyor of a benign imperialism that was the standard-bearer for all other empires. For certain, there were blots, like the trade in enslaved peoples, but on history’s balance sheet, any ill-begotten wealth had been more than atoned for through Britain’s largesse. When empire’s aperture widened to the postemancipation nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the narrative persisted and produced imperial icons like Cecil John Rhodes. Founder of the British South African Company, Rhodes enacted a grandiose “Cape to Cairo” vision with an oppressive hand of economic extraction. He was, according to Oxford’s Oriel College, “a businessman and a political deal-maker who prosecuted wars in pursuit of his goals.”4 Rhodes was also a great “race patriot” who had amassed a fortune, in his own words, “exploit[ing] the cheap slave labour that is available from the natives of the colonies.”5 Upon his death in 1902, he bequeathed £100,000 to Oriel College, though the bulk of his money went to the Rhodes Trust and its scholarships for students from the British colonies, the United States, and Germany. For more than a century, Rhodes’s statue has gazed at Oxford students—a select few of whom hold the mineral magnate’s prestigious fellowship—as they walk past Oriel’s north side. This, despite vehement calls for its removal.
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Cecil Rhodes, “The Rhodes Collosus,” Punch Magazine, 1892
Questions over whether “Rhodes must fall” are, of course, proxies for much larger battles over how we in the present remember the past. Debates about the meanings and legacies of Britain’s empire are not new. Recent crises, however, spotlight persistent injustices and demand reassessments of how Britain became what it is today. But there are powerful countervailing forces in these “imperial history wars.”6 At Oxford, Regius Professor of Moral and Pastoral Theology Nigel Biggar launched his “Ethics and Empire” project in 2017.7 The theologian admonishes those who are “wont to assume that domination is an intrinsically bad thing.”8 “Sometimes the imposition of imperial rule,” he emphasizes, “can have the salutary effect of imposing a unifying, pacific, and law-abiding order on peoples otherwise inclined to war among themselves.”9 Looking “to develop a nuanced and historically intelligent Christian ethic of empire,” Biggar points to real-world implications at stake. “Not allowing our imperial history to be rubbished is important,” he emphasizes, “because if indeed our imperial history was all that they say it was, namely a litany of atrocity, then the moral authority of the West is eroded.”10

In contrast to Biggar’s concern with morality, Niall Ferguson’s focus is on imperialism’s systems and structures. In his blockbuster book Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World, the prolific historian champions Britons’ noble and triumphant character by stressing their concrete legacies around the globe. “The British Empire,” he proclaims, “acted as an agency for imposing free markets, the rule of law, investor protection and relatively incorrupt government on roughly a quarter of the world.” Ferguson invites his readers to consider an alternative history. “The imagination reels from the counterfactual of modern history without the British Empire,” he insists. “There would be no Calcutta; no Bombay; no Madras. Indians may rename them as many times as they like, but these vast metropoles remain cities founded and built by the British.” British ideals and institutions drove unprecedented socioeconomic, legal, and political transformations ushering much of the world into the modern era, Ferguson concludes. “There therefore seems to be a plausible case that the Empire enhanced global welfare—in other words, was a Good Thing.”11

Biggar and Ferguson are not alone in their views. Nearly 60 percent of the nation, when polled in 2014, believed that “the British Empire was something to be proud of”; more recently, over a quarter of Britons say they want empire back.12 In June 2016, Britain voted on whether to leave the European Union. Brexit, the portmanteau of British and exit, won narrowly and memories of empire played no small role. “We have spent 500 years trying to stop continental European powers uniting against us,” Boris Johnson reminded his nation in the run-up to the Brexit vote.13 Such sentiment reflected Britain’s long-standing embrace of empire and its ambivalence toward the continent. After the nation entered World War II in September 1939, its vast overseas possessions arguably tipped the scales toward Allied victory. Having imperial winds at its back, the postwar Labour government claimed Big Three status alongside the United States and the Soviet Union. Continental nations laid the foundations for the European Union in 1952, but Britain didn’t join until 1973, after it had lost most of its colonies.

“I cannot help remembering,” Prime Minister Johnson recently declared, “that this country over the last two hundred years has directed the invasion or conquest of 178 countries—that is most of the members of the UN.”14 The Conservative Party’s Brexit campaign touted a “Global Britain” vision, an Empire 2.0. Pushing back his mop of hair and stammering with pride, Johnson reminded his nation that “Churchill was right when he said that the empires of the future will be empires of the mind and in expressing our values I believe that Global Britain is a soft power superpower and that we can be immensely proud of what we are achieving.”15 He urged voters to enact their historically informed destiny. As the influential journalist and author Neal Ascherson observed on the eve of Britain’s decision to go it alone: “Behind Brexit stalks the ghost of imperial exception, the feeling that Great Britain can never be just another nation. There’s still a providential feeling about Shakespeare’s ‘sceptred isle’ as ‘this fortress built by Nature.’”16

The British Empire was born from conflict, and coming to terms with its history is no different. To study it is to unlock memory’s gate using the key of historical inquiry. But once inside, history’s fortress is bewildering. Chimeras abound, spawned hundreds of years ago when Britain began its march toward amassing the largest empire that the world has ever known. Unlike mythical fire-breathing monsters, however, the creatures inhabiting the annals of Britain’s imperial past are not illusions. By the nineteenth century, they took fresh breath from a potent ideology of liberal imperialism and from new forms in the British Empire’s structures and practices. These monstrosities inflicted untold suffering, though with a deftness that obscured their corrosive effects in images, real and imagined, of imperial reform. The question is, how and why did these enigmatic creatures emerge, develop, and endure? It is also the question behind this book, an account of violence in the British Empire, its origins, institutions, practices, and effects on hundreds of millions of people in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The story that unfolds is not the whole story of violence in the empire. This would be impossible to tell in a single account. Instead, my interest lies in British imperialism’s entanglement of liberalism, violence, the law, and historical claim making and the ways in which state-directed violence in the British Empire have shaped large parts of the contemporary world.

The arguments that I make unfold in the telling of this lengthy and troublesome story, though setting the broader scene and explaining recurring terms are essential for understanding what follows. The oldest stories of the British Empire read like memorials to a preordained expansion that was various parts secular and religious depending on where one stood. Sprawling across vast territories and bringing order to “savage” landscapes and populations, Britain was to the modern world what the Romans and Greeks were to the ancient one. As with all memorializing, such histories were not pure fiction. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, multimasted ships set sail from a craggy island speck in the North Atlantic. Their knee-breeched crews and motley collection of passengers voyaged across treacherous seas to seek fortune and trade and to claim new territories.

Britain’s first empire, as it is often called, was largely a Western one, comprised mostly of free whites, enslaved Black laborers, and indigenous populations dispossessed of land. When the American colonies revolted, Britain suffered a humiliating loss, though it found redemption in a turn to the East. There, in Britain’s second empire, imperial ambitions were grandiose. By the nineteenth century, British global expansion and imperialism—or the extension of economic and political control over foreign lands through either informal or formal means—was a defining feature. In search of markets for its goods and capital, Britain preferred to keep the doors of free trade and investment open through informal mechanisms like treaties and the sheer force of its economic dominance. When necessary, however, it would annex a territory and exert formal political control, achieving economic supremacy through protectionist policies, which included tariffs, monopolies, and an accumulation of sterling reserves through a positive trade balance. Whether through informal or formal means, imperialism was a difference of degree, not of kind. Britain exported its investments, manufactured goods, people, language, and culture to the far reaches of the globe while importing raw materials for its factories, food for the nation, and profits for its “gentlemanly capitalists,” or financiers, rentiers, and insurance agents who amassed invisible earnings. Through British loans, infrastructure investments, and predatory banking, laissez-faire imperialism rendered places in Latin America as much a sphere of influence as South Africa’s Cape of Good Hope or India—where, after 1857, formal annexation and protectionist policies consolidated political control, extortive taxation, and a host of monopolies that included opium and salt.17

As the nineteenth century progressed, however, Britain’s ability to maintain its empire through informal means diminished. Foreign competition forced British occupations and formal rule in far-flung territories like the Gold Coast, Hong Kong, New Zealand, Kowloon, Sierra Leone, Basutoland, Lagos, and Natal. Some British statesmen balked at further territorial acquisitions. Annexations, though deemed necessary to safeguard the nation’s commercial and strategic interests, were expensive. Part of this expense lay in the violence necessary to wrest and maintain control. In the nineteenth century, there were over 250 separate armed conflicts in the British Empire, with at least one in any given year. Among them were revolts in Barbados, Demerara (British Guiana), Ceylon, St. Vincent, and Jamaica. They also included sustained efforts to conquer and dominate—or “pacify” as Britain termed it—the Ashante in the Gold Coast; the Mahdists in Sudan; the Xhosa, Zulu, and Afrikaners in South Africa; the Afghans in Central Asia; and the Burmese in South Asia. Rudyard Kipling called these conflicts the “savage wars of peace”: some were short, others protracted and recurring. They became part of imperial life, consuming British manpower, lives, and taxpayer funds while devastating local populations.18

Ruling over hundreds of millions of conquered subjects, most of whom were Black or brown, and neither enslaved nor free, presented new challenges. How could Britain justify and maintain its domination of conquered peoples at a time when liberal ideals were rendering its own nation-state increasingly democratic?19 Before turning to this question, I need to offer some general points about nation-states, as their emergence and peculiarities have implications for our story.20 Nation-states are a fusion of tangible and subjective realities. The state is largely a political and geographical entity, whereas a nation is a cultural construction comprised of ideas and sentiments. Today, the modern state is the bedrock of our international order. It maintains and defends its own sovereignty, or exclusive and complete control over the people and territory within its borders, and this sovereignty is recognized legally and diplomatically by other states. It also gives rise to complex bureaucracies, including systems of law, taxation, and education. Nations are groups of people who see themselves as sharing a common language, religion, set of traditions, and history—or an identity—that binds them together into an “imagined community,” as the political scientist Benedict Anderson once called it.21 An ideal nation-state is a sovereign state governing a culturally unique nation, and its government is a collection of people through which the state’s power is deployed.

The making of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland—or the modern nation-state called Britain—is often told as a founding story awash with calamity and faith, toil and carnage. After surviving civil wars, a Glorious Revolution giving rise to a constitutional monarchy, and acts of union yoking the United Kingdom together, in the nineteenth century Britain engaged in a bloodless battle. Armed with quills, inkwells, and thoughts scratched onto parchment, towering political philosophers like Adam Smith, Thomas Carlyle, John Stuart Mill, and James Fitzjames Stephen debated liberalism and its political, economic, and legal meanings. This universal philosophy contained the promise of a more inclusive nation-state through the extension of the franchise and protection of property rights, free trade, and equality before the law. It was a bold vision of human progress and inevitable improvement where Britain—with its sovereignty, bureaucracy, rule of law, and peaceful free trade and capitalist exchanges—would vanquish old forms of despotism. No longer would a monarch hold absolute power, nor would justice be arbitrary and displayed with severed heads of alleged criminals stuck onto stakes to deter others from defying local authorities.

Nineteenth-century philosophers drew on earlier foundational works including those of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, whose ideas would impact domestic and imperial ideas of the state, sovereignty, and law. Often seen as the founder of the modern theory of state formation and sovereignty, Hobbes produced his canonical book Leviathan in 1651. Writing during the English Civil War, he pointed to man’s predisposition to live by the “laws of nature” with its savagery and argued for replacing such anarchy with highly centralized state authority. “During the time men live without a common power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called war; and such a war as is of every man against every man,” Hobbes famously wrote. During man’s natural anarchical state, there was “no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”22 For Hobbes a “social contract,” whereby free and rational individuals would give up self-interested rights and submit to an absolute sovereign, was the basis for a civil society. He believed no reasonable person would prefer the “State of Nature” over mediating violence through the state.

Whereas Leviathan argued for absolute government, Locke rejected undivided and unlimited sovereign power. In Two Treatises of Government, he offered a less nihilistic notion of “nasty, brutish, and short.”23 For Locke, the State of Nature had no government, though it was not lacking morality. War occurred when property disputes erupted in the absence of civil authority to mediate them. “Conjugal society,” or nuclear families, could create political societies when their male leaders came together and agreed to hand over their power to an executive who kept the peace and exacted punishments. Creating and consenting to a political society and government, men created a new compact, or social contract, with its benefits of laws, judges to adjudicate these laws, and an executive power to enforce the laws. United into “commonwealths,” men thus preserved their liberty, lives, property, and general well-being, and laws tamed violence by displacing it from the right of the individual, or natural man, to the right of the state. Indeed, the social contract became foundational for Western liberal societies and nineteenth-century conceptions of a more inclusive nation-state.

Hobbes did not directly address the question of race and empire, though Locke’s important interventions on the question of property rights defended his nation’s claims to colonial settlements in its first empire.24 When nineteenth-century liberalism confronted distant places and “backward” people bound by strange religions, hierarchies, and sentimental and dependent relationships, its universalistic claims withered.25 Britons viewed their imperial center, or metropole, as culturally distinct from their empire, or colonial periphery. Skin color became the mark of difference. Whites were at one end of civilization’s spectrum, Blacks at the other. All other shades of humanity fell somewhere between, and skin pigment was the visible brand of cultural difference. Race set the terms of rationality and irrationality, civilized and uncivilized.26

White settler colonies, which included Canada, New Zealand, and Australia, also adopted such attitudes toward local indigenous populations. The nineteenth-century historian John Seeley, considered the founder of British imperial history, called the polity of settler colonies, separated by oceans and spanning continents, “Greater Britain.” Together they preserved British geopolitical, economic, and cultural strength in a world of increasing competition, particularly from Germany and the United States.27 These “Greater Britain” territories, while they inflicted violent damage on local populations, are not the focus of our story. Rather, the second empire, with colonial governing structures linked directly to London, will be, including Ireland and the two Afrikaner republics of South Africa. In both of these instances, physical skin color was not the marker of local populations’ differences; instead, it was a constructed skin color. In effect, Britain “racialized” the Irish and Afrikaners, equating their cultures to those of brown and Black subjects, sometimes using dehumanizing language to describe their physical appearances and living conditions, and believing that, just like the Xhosa of South Africa or the Chinese in Malaya, the Irish and Afrikaners were “backward” populations that needed to be civilized.

A contested though coherent ideology of liberal imperialism emerged that integrated Britain’s sovereign claims to empire with a massive undertaking to reform imperial subjects and shepherd them into the modern world. In the mid-nineteenth century, liberal imperialism found further expression in scientific racism’s evolutionary model. Developmentalism cleaved to racial hierarchies that likened colonial subjects to children who needed paternalistic guidance to reach full maturity. Like children, empire’s “barbarians,” as John Stuart Mill called them, were malleable, and British rule would eventually render them rational, respectful of law and order, and prepared to participate in the inviolable social contract that bound modern people and states together in the international world order. The “civilizing mission,” as it was known, would take decades if not centuries to carry out this noble enterprise. In the meantime, Britain would shoulder its responsibility for humanity’s sake. It had a moral duty to do so. It was, to borrow Rudyard Kipling’s famous phrase, the “White Man’s Burden.”28

This is part of our story. If Britain’s civilizing mission was reformist in its claims, it was brutal nonetheless. Violence was not just the British Empire’s midwife, it was endemic to the structures and systems of British rule. It was not just an occasional means to liberal imperialism’s end; it was a means and an end for as long as the British Empire remained alive. Without it, Britain could not have maintained its sovereign claims to its colonies. Indeed, how could it have been otherwise? Much as Hobbes had suggested, the sociologist Max Weber explained in “Politics as a Vocation” that a monopoly over the means of legitimate violence is a necessary condition for a state’s existence—a monopoly divested to police forces who enforced the law and the military who waged war.29 This was as true with the formation of Britain’s modern state as it was for its colonies. States-in-the-making always flex their coercive powers while laying claim to sovereignty. In Britain’s case, despotism gave way to newfound processes, none more sacrosanct than the rule of law. By the nineteenth century, legal codes and procedures replaced arbitrary justice and publicly inflicted pain, defined sanctioned violence, and became the state’s crucial legitimating instrument. From it emerged a bureaucratic web of officials and institutions that, however haltingly, administered a more inclusive body politic.

Turning to the empire, political philosophers like Mill and James Fitzjames Stephen insisted that “good government” would reform backward populations.30 For them, imposing the rule of law was Pax Britannica’s most potent elixir. Stephen was a deep admirer of Hobbes and believed in a kind of imperial Leviathan, where liberal lawfulness and the colonial state’s monopoly of violence would mediate peace and civilize society. Stephen was unequivocal on this point: “the establishment of a system of law which regulates the most important part of the daily life of a people constitutes in itself a moral conquest, more striking, more durable, and far more solid than the physical conquest renders it possible. It exercises an influence over the minds of the people in many ways comparable to that of a new religion …. Our law is, in fact, the sum and substance of what we have to teach them. It is, so to speak, the gospel of the English, and it is a compulsory gospel which admits of no dissent and of no disobedience.”31

British colonial officials were obsessed with this “compulsory gospel,” particularly the legitimation that law bestowed on violence. But good government in empire was liberalism’s fever dream. Its rule of law codified difference, curtailed freedoms, expropriated land and property, and ensured a steady stream of labor for the mines and plantations that fed Britain’s domestic economy. A state’s claim to legitimacy is always open to dispute, but such contestations were rampant in the empire where Britain imposed sovereignty over populations who ostensibly never had it. The developmentalist approach to their reform was pregnant with conflict not least because liberal imperialism contained within it seeds for the colonial state’s own unmaking. Britain would eventually have to concede its sovereign claims to empire, though only when its discerning eye judged the once uncivilized to be fully evolved. This when was always elusive, however. If subject populations demanded basic rights over their own bodies and freedoms, the colonial state often criminalized them, cast their actions—including vandalism, labor strikes, and riots—as political threats, and invested police forces with legally conferred powers for suppression.32 It was a developmentalist panopticon in which Britain used its subjects’ criminality, or illegitimate violence, as further justification for the civilizing mission’s boundless time horizon.

Indigenous populations did not passively accept their fates. Violence was not rolled out onto supine bodies; rather resistance and protest came in many forms, from subversive labor activities like foot dragging, crop destruction, and strikes to deploying the civilizing mission’s own logic to demand freedom and equal rights. Across the empire, twentieth-century nationalists decried Britain’s unfulfilled liberal promises, as did their supporters in Britain and the United States. These demands crested after the Second World War, when it became clear that the Atlantic Charter’s assurance of self-determination didn’t apply to British colonial subjects. Instead, in return for their extraordinary wartime contributions and sufferings, hundreds of millions of subjects remained unfree and were subjected to more intensive and systematized forms of colonial control.

British rule was most strained when these demands for liberalism’s universalist ideals whiffed of insurrections-in-the-making or blew up into full-scale rebellions.33 These were crises of legitimacy. Britain feared they would plunge the empire into a Hobbesian world of anarchical violence and incivility. With centuries to go before imperial subjects matured into rational beings, disciplinary crackdowns were needed to pull them out of their moral backsliding. The military was often called in to aid colonial police forces struggling to regain order. Together they were known as security forces, and they didn’t just enforce colonial laws to crush these existential threats to the state; they also made them.

Ordinary codes and regulations proved insufficient in quelling empire’s rebellions and Britain’s spectral fears, so colonial officials turned to legal exceptionalism in the form of martial law and states of emergency, or statutory martial law.34 While lawful, these states of exception granted extraordinary power to the military and to the government’s executive branch. Decision making was left to the men on the spot, and their discretionary authority was staggering. They interpreted when violence was necessary, and at what intensity level, to protect the state and preserve its laws. When security forces needed more discretion, or when their actions constituted unsanctioned violence, the state often rendered their lawless behavior legal by amending old regulations and creating new ones. This tautological process of law creation—of incrementally legalizing, bureaucratizing, and legitimating exceptional state-directed violence when ordinary laws proved insufficient for maintaining order and control—is something I term “legalized lawlessness.”35 As the twentieth century progressed, legalized lawlessness was a recurring phenomenon, and the exception became the norm as British security forces deployed ever-intensifying forms of systematic violence that made empire look like a recurring conquest state.

Repression was about much more than reestablishing British authority. Violence enacted on bodies, minds, souls, cultures, landscapes, communities, and histories was intimately connected to the civilizing mission’s developmentalist dogma.36 In other words, it wasn’t just the structures of colonial rule that shaped coercive systems and practices, it was liberal imperialism’s ideology as well. It oftentimes cast nationalists and freedom fighters—however complicated their demands—not just as criminals but as terrorists barely clinging to the lowest rung of humanity. Sometimes they would lose their grip and slide into the dehumanizing ether. Coercion would subdue and domesticate them. As Victorian-era parents disciplined their progeny, recalcitrant childlike natives in the empire had to be punished. In a perversion of Proverbs 13:24, “Whoever spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is diligent to discipline him,” colonial officials and security forces wanted their infantilized subjects to see and feel their own suffering.37 They wanted them to know it was deliberate and purposeful. Britain had a term for this: the “moral effect” of violence.38

Those writing about colonial capitalism read violence in Britain’s empire not as a consequence of reform’s morality but as the result of brute economic extraction. For writers like Vladimir Lenin and Walter Rodney, the history of the British Empire was inseparable from Britain’s economy.39 With the onset of the industrial revolution, demands for raw materials and for cheap labor to extract them were voracious. The rise of the new global industrial order brought harsh labor regimes to colonial plantations and mines. This unremitting extraction of economic and social value from nonwhite workers is something political scientist Cedric J. Robinson called “racial capitalism.” “The development, organization, and expansion of capitalist society pursued essentially racial directions, so too did social ideology,” Robinson wrote. “As a material force, then, it could be expected that racialism would inevitably permeate the social structures emergent from capitalism.”40 Histories of racial capitalism and other theories of economic imperialism are abundant, and while I agree that economic extraction is a cornerstone of any story of Britain’s empire, it is not my primary focus. Instead, colonial economies and disciplinary labor violence are always there in the background and will enter center stage of our story when ordinary colonial laws and policing could not control labor unrest in the empire.

Violence, the law, and the state congealed during Britain’s recurring crises of imperial legitimacy, and these crises often had many dimensions beyond economic ones. By moving ourselves away from arguments only about capitalism’s unremitting brutality, we see that violence was inherent to liberalism. It resided in liberalism’s reformism, its claims to modernity, its promises of freedom, and its notion of the law—exactly the opposite places where one normally associates violence. If we think about violence in the British Empire as only about brute economic extraction, then our story doesn’t tell us much about why liberalism’s paradoxical qualities of coercion and reform accreted over time throughout Britain’s empire. In fact, the perennial problem of liberalism and violence underwrites many of Britain’s current imperial history wars and is also embedded in the nation’s contemporary racial issues as well as those of other Western liberal democracies.

In the pages that follow, my concern is less with prosaic forms of coercion, as insidious as they were, than with the “exceptional” and dramatic moments of physical and epistemological violence that accompanied legitimacy crises and required the replacement of ordinary laws and policing with martial or statutory martial law and the deployment of security forces. Such violence included corporal punishments, deportations, detentions without trial, forced migrations, killings, sexual assaults, tortures, and accompanying psychological terror, humiliation, and loss. I’m seeking to explain why and how Britain enacted these large-scale measures and the ways in which Britons understood, legitimated, and re-legitimated them.

Some of the historical events I investigate may be familiar to readers: the Indian Mutiny, the Morant Bay Rebellion, the South African War, the Irish War of Independence, the Arab Revolt, Caribbean strikes, the Zionist Uprising, and states of emergency in Malaya, Kenya, and Cyprus. These moments, which often lasted years and were interconnected through the transference of laws, practices, and personnel around the empire, render most visible and vivid Britain’s regimes of colonial oppression, hierarchies of racialized power and difference, systems for deploying legalized lawlessness, and the legitimations that accompanied them. In these episodes, the quotidian coercion punctuating British rule gave way to unimaginable extremes that Britons had to disavow, excise, or somehow accommodate within liberal imperialism’s narrative of reform and progress.

Everyone would have a role to play in imagining an exceptionalism that transcended empire’s underbelly. “I declare before you all that my whole life whether it be long or short,” a youthful Elizabeth proclaimed in her famous 1947 radio address, “shall be devoted to your service and the service of our great imperial family to which we all belong.”41 It is said that the princess wept when first reading this speech. Broadcasting it on her twenty-first birthday from a bougainvillea-studded garden in Cape Town, she marked her destiny using time-worn images and inventing new ones. The future Queen Elizabeth II would become the embodiment of Britain and its Commonwealth and empire. This she knew. “If we all go forward together with an unwavering faith, a high courage, and a quiet heart,” she beseeched, “we shall be able to make of this ancient commonwealth, which we all love so dearly, an even grander thing—more free, more prosperous, more happy and a more powerful influence for good in the world—than it has been in the greatest days of our forefathers.”42

[image: ]
H.R.H. Princess Elizabeth, Twenty-first Birthday Speech, Cape Town, South Africa, April 19, 1947
Empire was not just a few threads in Britain’s national cloth. It was the fabric from which the modern British nation was made, and monarchy was the weft to its warp, from the time Queen Victoria ascended as Empress of India in 1877.43 Beyond the iron gates of Buckingham Palace was a compelling gestalt, an imperial nationalism that conveyed a deeply essentialist and self-centered view of the world. For many Britons, the empire conferred gravitas and rendered their nation-state a singular giant in the international global order. When whispering her birthday missive into the BBC’s microphone, Princess Elizabeth affirmed this: “We must not be daunted by the anxieties and hardships that the war has left behind for every nation of our commonwealth. We know that these things are the price we cheerfully undertook to pay for the high honour of standing alone, seven years ago, in defence of the liberty of the world.”44 A stroke of cultural genius, the message did not easily betray the ways in which British national identity was constantly adapting to changes in the empire and the broader global system of which it was a part. In fact, the empire’s heroes, symbols, and rituals, nationalism’s lifeblood, endured because of Britain’s ability over the turbulent nineteenth and twentieth centuries to develop and work out in ever more complex ways liberal imperialism’s meanings, policies, and practices.

Some may say that I’m using the term liberal imperialism anachronistically, that it was specific to late Victorian debates over empire, or that liberal imperialism, with its explicit moral purpose, waned and transformed in the aftermath of two explosive nineteenth-century events: the Indian Mutiny and Jamaica’s Morant Bay Rebellion.45 At the time, liberal imperialism’s critics cast doubt on Britain’s ability to improve inscrutable indigenous societies that were resistant to or addled by modernizing demands. Hard-nosed men like Stephen called for unapologetic authoritarian rule. Others took a more sociological approach to jettisoning reform. Rather than administering developmentalist policies, colonial officials would rule through invigorated native systems of authority and “customary laws” that regulated traditional societies. It was a strategic move to protect against instability and unrest in the Asian and African colonies. This new British governing structure was called “indirect rule.”46

But liberal imperialism was not time-bound; nor was indirect rule paradigmatic of Britain’s approach to empire after the late Victorian era. Dual systems of authority and legitimation coexisted in the British Empire. Customary laws and local leaders who upheld them were one part of it. Parallel legal regimes that protected the state and its colonial economy were the other, and they are the focus of this story. In fact, British colonial rule did not divest its monopoly over violence to pashas and princes and chiefs; rather, Britain legitimated state violence by bringing it into the colonial Leviathan. Customary systems often left indigenous leaders at the bottom of the colonial hierarchy, and they were not adjudicating crimes that violated the social contract. Nor were they calling the shots when it came to suspending ordinary laws and deploying security forces.47

We will explore, in the telling of this story, how nineteenth-century events signaled the birth of liberal imperialism and the ways in which deeply contentious and recurring debates were most revealing during violent ruptures in empire. There was no retrenchment from the ideology’s saliency, however. Liberal imperialism’s capaciousness evolved over time and accommodated a constellation of political philosophers, British statesmen, and agents of empire. They repeatedly debated imperial policies and practices, always tethering them to the civilizing mission’s progressive and coercive assumptions in one form or another. Liberal imperialism endured because reform and repression were both inherent to its idiom and systems. Its perennial play of universality against racial difference also rippled through the global imperial order. Britain may have been a purveyor of liberal imperial ideals, but it existed in a competitive global system that also sought to dominate non-Western populations.

“I think there is only one ideal that the British Empire can set before itself in this regard,” Winston Churchill declared to the 1921 Imperial Conference, “and that is there should be no barriers of race, colour, or creed which should prevent any man by merit from reaching any station if he is fitted for it …. But such a principle has to be very carefully and gradually applied because intense local feelings are excited.”48 Empire’s top-hatted and self-assured white representatives had gathered behind heavy wooden doors and undrawn draperies in London to deliberate the empire’s policies. At the table were two brown-skinned and turbaned delegates, Sir Khengarji III, King of India’s Princely State of Kutch and former aide-de-camp to Queen-Empress Victoria, and V. S. Srinivasa Sastri, an Indian statesman. They were shining examples of native potential in an empire tormented by violence.

The conference’s summer swelter of imperial debate turned to “trusteeship,” the sacred trust between paternalistic rulers and their subjects.49 It was a topic that would bedevil other imperial conferences in the years ahead as trusteeship expanded beyond its eighteenth-century British origin. It had informed policy for Africa when European delegates met in Berlin in 1884 and 1885 to divvy up the continent. They agreed “to regulate the conditions most favourable to the development of trade and civilization … [and] to watch over the preservation of the native tribes, and to care for the improvement of the conditions of their moral and material well-being.”50 After the Great War, League of Nations members divided up the former German and Ottoman empires. The Treaty of Versailles called the war’s territorial spoils “mandates” that were “inhabited by peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern world,” and it consecrated “the principle that the well-being and development of such peoples form a sacred trust of civilisation.”51

The Second World War signaled the mandate system’s demise, though the Versailles Treaty’s emphasis on “peoples not yet able to stand by themselves” survived. To secure an Anglo-American alliance, Britain maneuvered through American anti-imperialist demands by replacing outdated ideas with new reform efforts. Trusteeship became “partnership,” and Britain granted more local political participation in the empire. Churchill’s wartime government announced the Colonial Development and Welfare Act, committing £55 million in grants and loans for its subjects’ material improvements. But universal rights and self-rule were still not in the offing to an empire that had carried Britain through the war and guaranteed the tiny island nation’s claims to Big Three status when the fighting was over. Churchill met Franklin Roosevelt and Joseph Stalin in the winter of 1945 on Crimea’s frigid shores, where peacetime talks veered away from Britain’s empire. A few months later delegates from fifty Allied nations gathered in San Francisco to hash out the UN charter. Despite vociferous protests from non-Western nations and interest groups, the international organization’s founding document affirmed imperialism’s place in the new world order. The charter referred to Europe’s colonies as “non-self-governing territories” and outlined the “progressive development” of their “peoples and their varying stages of advancement.” Colonizing powers also guaranteed “just treatment” and “protection against abuses,” pledging to maintain a “sacred trust” that recognized “the interests of the inhabitants of these territories are paramount … within the system of international peace and security.”52

Words on paper were hollow, particularly when they collided with the postwar Labour government’s imperial resurgence strategy. In theory, closer partnership with the empire would rescue Britain’s embattled economy and ensure its superpower status, even if it meant boots on the ground. Abiding tensions between universal rights and racial differences exploded. The empire began to unravel, but the practice and language of liberal reform was always part of imperial conflicts. Britain even cast the postwar empire’s most draconian system of violence—the detention camps and villages of Malaya and Kenya—as redemptive. States of emergency were not wars but campaigns for British subjects’ “hearts and minds.” So-called terrorists and their supporters could be reformed. Behind barbed wires of detention, civics and home craft lessons would liberate them, as would forced labor’s sweat and toil and torture’s unfathomable pain. Britain had a new name for this, too. No longer called the “moral effect,” it was now “rehabilitation.” The empire’s lexicon also had other expressions for it. “Mwiteithia Niateithagio”—“Abandon hope all ye who enter here”—hung over the entrance to one of Kenya’s most notorious detention camps.53

By the late 1950s, atrocities in Kenya exposed liberalism’s perfidiousness, and Britain had to publicly account for itself to the empire’s critics at home and abroad. This twentieth-century scandal was not the first one. There had been others, including those in South Africa, India, Ireland, Palestine, Malaya, and Cyprus. Each instance brought new debates, and somehow Britain always managed to reconcile the logic of necessary violence with its civilizing mission. But the accretion of these scandals eroded Britain’s defenses and legitimacy. They also raised questions about the empire’s economic toll. Was Britain’s postwar imperial resurgence strategy a wise one? Had nationalism gotten in the way of fiscal logic? Recurring and drawn-out empire wars cost taxpayers millions of pounds sterling. There were also opportunity costs. Soldiers were economically productive at home, and perhaps Britain would be better off with an informal empire, much like that of the nineteenth century? Retooled as the British Commonwealth of Nations, white dominions like Canada and Australia, together with colonies ready to stand on their own, formed a political and cultural community that owed allegiance to the queen. The Commonwealth would be the triumphant coda to the greatest empire in world history.

“Ne vous inquiétez pas. Compared to the French in Algeria, you are angels of mercy,” Henri Junod told a British colonial officer when touring Kenya’s detention system in 1957.54 A delegate of the International Committee of the Red Cross, Junod was not alone in rendering such a comparison. A few years earlier, the world-renowned political theorist Hannah Arendt had published The Origins of Totalitarianism, a treatise built on the works of Hobbes and other philosophers. Arendt was quick to point out that Leviathan’s author had said “nothing of modern race doctrines …. But Hobbes at least provided political thought with the prerequisite for all race doctrines, that is, the exclusion in principle of the idea of humanity which constitutes the sole regulating idea of international law …. Racism may indeed carry out the doom of the Western world and, for that matter, of the whole of human civilization.”55 While Arendt believed that in empire “Frenchmen have assumed the role of commanders of a force noire, when Englishmen have turned into ‘white men,’” she also cleaved to British exceptionalism.56 “The [French] enterprise was a particularly brutal exploitation of overseas possessions for the sake of the nation,” she wrote. “Compared with this blind desperate nationalism, British imperialists … looked like guardians of the self-determination of peoples.”57 Some historians contributing to the recent imperial history wars concur: “French wars were always bloodier than those of the British.”58 “Just as the scale of France’s wars of decolonisation was far larger than Britain’s, so abuses by security forces were also more numerous and perhaps more systematic.”59 The French Empire is not their only reference point: “Faced with similar disturbances [to those Britain encountered], other imperial powers responded much more harshly than the British did …. This does not excuse British abuses … but it provides some comparative context.”60 In the twentieth century, Germany, Spain, Portugal, Italy, and Belgium all ruled over colonized populations, though when held up against these other European nations, France has always been Britain’s bête noire.

Turning to history’s balance sheet to determine which European empire was more or less brutal than others can be an invidious exercise. Historians usher objective data to make their case: body counts, number of soldiers on the ground, official reports. But all evidence is subjective, particularly that which is mediated through state bureaucracies. Junod is a case in point. He privately told Kenya’s governor that detainees needed a “violent shock”—it “was the price to be paid for” their acquiescence and reform. This “violent shock” was called the “dilution technique,” though Junod made no mention of it in his final report, which is catalogued in an official archive.61 Truth telling can’t be found in numbers either. Governments routinely massaged them, under- or overreporting their counts to suit political needs.

What we do know is that all empires were violent. Coercion was central to initial acts of conquest and to the maintenance of rule over nonconsenting populations. How this violence was systematized, enacted, and understood varied. For instance, there was nothing reformist about Belgian king Leopold II’s bloody rule in the Congo. He took control of a massive swath of Africa’s interior in 1885 and for two decades enabled concession companies to force Africans to labor, using horrific methods, in order to extract rubber.62 In South West Africa, Germany’s military descended into “dysfunctional extremes of violence,” nearly wiping out the Herero and Nama peoples, as the historian Isabel V. Hull tells us. Chancellor Otto von Bismarck’s constitution isolated the army from external oversight and critique, and its militarism snowballed in Germany’s empire and informed fascism’s advance.63 Arendt called this the “boomerang effect,” and it was not isolated to Hitler’s rise. She looked at Europe’s race thinking and “wild murdering” and “terrible massacres” in the colonies and saw in them the origins of European totalitarianism. “When the European mob discovered what a ‘lovely virtue’ a white skin could be in Africa, when the English conqueror in India became an administrator,” Arendt wrote, “convinced of his own innate capacity to rule and dominate, when the dragon-slayers turned into either ‘white men’ of ‘higher breeds’ or into bureaucrats and spies … the stage seemed to be set for all possible horrors. Lying under anybody’s nose were many of the elements which gathered together could create a totalitarian government on the basis of racism.”64

The British Empire and totalitarian regimes were not the same thing, even if some eyewitnesses reported striking similarities.65 In fact, Britain’s empire looked most like France’s. They both wrestled with liberal ideals and racial difference, and their reformism included an end to empire even if their ruling structures and colonial cultures differed. “France is not a country of forty millions; she is a country of one hundred millions,” Prime Minister Raymond Poincaré famously announced in 1923.66 The French Empire was incorporated into the nation’s political structure, as dark-skinned delegates from the colonies took seats in the French parliament and Algeria became a department of France. Yet fraternité and ideas of a common French civilization rested uncomfortably with race, subjecthood, and French demands for empire’s economic and military manpower.67 In Britain’s case, colonial subjects wouldn’t have representation in London, except the Irish for a time. No matter how rational and civilized subjects became, they would never be British. Violence was endemic in both empires, yet it was Britain’s that became metonymic with imperial exception. This was no accident. “The legend of the British Empire,” Arendt tells us, “has little to do with the realities of British imperialism …. No political structure could have been more evocative of legendary tales and justifications than the British Empire.”68

My interest resides with the British Empire because it took on a particular configuration that became increasingly violent over time while extolling liberalism’s virtues in such a way that it could legitimate episodes of extreme coercion as unfortunate exceptions to modernity’s evolutionary triumph. It was not, of course, the only nation that spoke of a civilizing mission and rule of law’s virtues. France in particular did this too. But Britain was the nation boasting history’s largest empire, whose heroes and justifications led many astray. The legacies Britain’s empire left behind have had significant bearings on a quarter of the world’s landmass where nations were born out of a cauldron of violence. It is a world where the colonial state rarely had the recognition of legitimate sovereignty from its subjects. Instead, the social contract was forced upon them, and the nationalism and independent states that colonial subjects created would go on to include many of liberalism’s contradictions. Delivering a potent colonial critique in The Wretched of the Earth, the French West Indian political philosopher Frantz Fanon insisted that formerly colonized people would never free themselves until they moved beyond the liberal nation-state and its paradoxes.69 This question is also percolating in contemporary Britain and other Western democracies. At a time when some Britons are demanding an imperial reckoning, however, the nation’s majority is embracing Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s Empire 2.0. Britain’s imperial nationalism has endured and is underwriting Britain’s belief that the tiny island nation is a giant ready to stake its historically informed claim to the world. In no other contemporary nation-state does imperial nationalism endure with such explicit social, political, and economic consequences. This endurance begs explanation.

I wrote this book because my previous work, Imperial Reckoning: The Untold Story of Britain’s Gulag in Kenya, raised unanswered questions about violence in the British Empire. It documented the systematic violence that took place in Kenya’s detention camps during the Mau Mau Emergency (1952–60). Imperial Reckoning’s research was arduous because countless documents were missing from the official archives in London and Nairobi. I spent years sifting through remaining fragments of evidence and also amassed other historical sources from private document collections, newspaper archives, and hundreds of interviews that I undertook with former colonial officials and survivors of the detention system. During the course of this research, I recognized that for many British officials and security force members Kenya was not their first colonial war, and for others it would not be their last. Some suggested that Kenya’s settler community and its virulent racism rendered the colony unique. But perhaps Kenya wasn’t so exceptional? I felt I had stepped into a historical moment that was part of a bigger connective story about imperial violence after the Second World War that began in Palestine and moved to Malaya, Kenya, Cyprus, and Aden. It was this story that I set out to investigate over a decade ago.

Imperial Reckoning’s afterlife also raised new challenges and questions. In 2009 five survivors of Kenya’s detention system sued the British government in London’s Royal Courts of Justice for the systematic violence and torture they had endured in the 1950s.70 My research provided evidence for their unprecedented legal claim, and I served as an expert witness on the claimants’ behalf. The case lasted four years, and as part of legal discovery, the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), the named defendant in the suit, made a stunning announcement. It “discovered” three hundred boxes of previously unreleased files at Hanslope Park, the highly secure government facility known as “spook central” because it also contained top secret MI5 and MI6 files. At the time of decolonization, colonial officials had packed up these newly discovered Kenyan files and spirited them away from Africa. Alongside these boxes, the FCO found 8,800 files from thirty-six other colonies that had similarly been removed and brought to London at the end of empire. The newly released Kenya files were of great importance to the claimants’ case. They also had enormous bearing on my research for this book, particularly the new evidence illuminating the document destruction process. This evidence revealed how British officials had culled and burned files on the eve of decolonization. Similar to the violence they inflicted on subject populations, their document destruction methods became more systematic and intense over time. The archives emerged as part of the bigger story I was seeking to tell about the postwar British Empire.71

They also prompted a rethinking of this book’s time horizon. I expanded my historical inquiry to include the decades preceding World War II, thinking it would supplement archival gaps and illuminate my sought-after answers. This shift revealed the ways in which the Second World War is a somewhat arbitrary dividing line in the British Empire’s longue durée of ideas, policies, and practices. What was to be an introductory chapter morphed into nearly half this book’s length as I stretched its time frame back into the nineteenth century and even to eighteenth-century moments that set the stage for the logics of violence that would underwrite much of Britain’s twentieth-century empire. These logics, entrenched as they were in liberal imperialism, would evolve over time and were often transferred from one part of the empire to another through the movement of people—whether they were low-level police officers and colonial administrators or other illustrious heroes of the empire’s past like Field Marshals Herbert Kitchener and Bernard Montgomery. The legal codes that underwrote the empire moved through transference as well. One governor or high commissioner borrowed from another as he sought to quash insurgent demands and the will of their civilian supporters by enabling security measures through lawful exceptionalism. Intelligence operatives also crisscrossed the globe and brought with them time-honed techniques for getting colonial subjects to cooperate.

But liberal imperialism was never just about those who wielded political power. It was also a story of demands from below—demands for dignity and rights that, in the aftermath of Allied victory over the forces of fascism and incipient cries of “never again,” were encoded in universal human rights declarations and conventions as well as in updated humanitarian laws. This human rights regime, however, was not a given for those in empire. “The war, notwithstanding the professions of statesmen,” George Padmore wrote, his indignation burning, “is certainly not one for Democracy.”72 At the center of Britain’s Black radical thought, Padmore was part of a global network of anti-imperialist writers and activists calling for racial justice and an end to empire. “We have conquered Germany … but not their ideas,” W. E. B. Du Bois fumed during the UN Charter negotiations. “We still believe in white supremacy, keeping Negroes in their place and lying about democracy when we mean imperial control of 750 millions of human beings in colonies.”73 The Black diaspora gathered in Manchester for the Pan-African Congress in 1945 and presciently warned that “as a last resort, [Africans] may have to appeal to force in an effort to achieve Freedom, even if force destroys them and the world.”74

Across the empire, the language of freedom included universal rights. The UN Declaration on Human Rights with its talk of “inherent dignity” and “inalienable rights” was deeply aspirational, though it was just a declaration.75 Once signed and ratified, however, postwar human rights conventions were enforceable, and imperial regimes knew it. Before signing the European Convention on Human Rights, British officials scrupulously edited and amended its drafts to withhold rights guarantees from rebellious populations. Events in the empire would challenge British efforts to ensure its legal exceptionalism in international law as colonies erupted in protests and full-blown independence wars. As tempting as it might be to romanticize universal and nationalist struggles, however, they were rarely unified. Britain not only created civil conflicts through its divide-and-rule policies throughout the empire but also left such conflicts in its wake.

With this book, I am telling a history of the British Empire. It is not one of constitutional reform, political economy, military policy, or comparative empires, even though these stories will make appearances from time to time. It is not one of colonial capitalism, though the empire’s racialized economy is always present and at times will drive parts of my narrative. This book, rather, is a history of how and why exceptional state-directed violence unfolded across the second empire and in what ways its systems were conceived, enacted, experienced, understood, and exonerated both in the colonies and in Britain. Two trials bookend this story: the eighteenth-century impeachment trial of Warren Hastings that put corruption and accountability in India to the test in Britain’s Parliament, and the recent Mau Mau case in London’s Royal Courts of Justice. During the intervening two hundred years, recurring questions about imperial violence and accountability dogged successive British governments.

I couldn’t possibly address them all. Instead, I have followed the extant historical evidence documenting crises of legitimacy, real and perceived, in Britain’s empire. Even then, I’ve had to make choices to demonstrate how and why violence was not particular to any one location or time period but was rather intrinsic to Britain’s civilizing mission. These choices were also guided by the people who circulated through the empire, bringing with them violent methods and the laws enabling them. I chose particular locations because they demonstrate clearly how the circulation of the empire’s peripatetic agents as well as nationalists’ ideas and practices for demanding liberalism’s promises connected South Africa to India, Palestine to Bengal, Ireland to Cyprus, and so forth. If imagined visually, the movement of people, ideas, practices, and legal systems around Britain’s empire conjures the silks of a spider’s web whose final massive form can be discerned only by stepping back to take in its entirety. As our story unfolds, the places, events, and processes that made it into these pages, when integrated into a single narrative, reveal this web’s image. It is one that unmasks the scale and scope of coercion in the British Empire, colonial subjects’ responses to these coercive systems, and the tissues connecting violence and its legacies together.

At their core, these sinews of empire are about people, their actions, and the choices they made under the conditions in which they lived and operated. Whether they were towering figures like Churchill and Rhodes or lesser-known actors like the high commissioner of Malaya Henry Gurney and the Kenyan colonial officer Terence Gavaghan, the empire’s servants carried forth their civilizing mission in a manner that also shaped and defined Britons at home. Popular culture and consumer goods reinforced a collective sense of imperial greatness and power, and hagiographies of empire—whether in the form of children’s books, missionary accounts, or histories scripted by Oxford and Cambridge dons—reminded young and old of their nation’s inexorable march toward progress. Citizens of all stripes, including highbrow Tories in Belgravia and miners in Durham, shared the “White Man’s Burden” that was subsumed under the monarchy and, together, framed British identity. Indeed, nothing stoked the flames of their national pride like royal pageantry on full display with its literal and symbolic reminders of empire. Such rituals also unfolded on distant shores where, time and again, they reminded British subjects of the benevolent hand that ruled over them. But there was a dissonance in such projections. For hundreds of millions who lived in Britain’s imperial expanse, the empire’s velvet glove concealed an all-too familiar iron fist.

This book will open up the empire’s iron fist and examine closely the permanent scars it left on subjects’ bodies and minds. The violence it inflicted was not abstract. It took the form of electric shock, fecal, and water torture; castration; forced hard labor; sodomy with broken bottles and vermin; forced marches through landmines; shin screwing; fingernail extraction; and public execution. Failure to confront these practices diminishes the raw lived experiences in the empire and the legacy they left behind. At times I will recount violent episodes in detail so readers can see and feel their effects and cumulative intensity. Only then is coercion’s normalization within Britain’s nationalist narrative of progress fully understood. The historical record will also show that not everyone fell in line with Britain’s claims to exceptionalism. Jewish and nonconformist Christian dissidents, peace activists, immigrants from the empire and Europe, and the Labour Party’s far left members could not reconcile the logic of necessary violence. They demanded official inquiries, undertook their own investigations, kept diaries, wrote scathing letters to the press, and scripted others for private audiences. The most wrenching indictments came from colonial subjects. Together they did little to alter coercion’s grip on the empire, but they left behind a trail of evidence that today challenges the official narrative contained in Britain’s carefully constructed national archive.

Reflecting back on the Mau Mau case, I remember the shock I felt when I first learned of the scale and intentionality of document destruction and removal in the empire. Today I’m left wondering how many Britons really know about the burning and laundering of their nation’s past. How many of them realize the role their heroes and expert civil servants played in trying to manipulate how history would be written? We must reassemble the ashes and fragments that empire left behind to write histories that not only recount liberalism’s perfidiousness but also explain it. The story that follows is one attempt at this. My hope is that it will inform today’s imperial history wars and struggles for racial equality, pushing debates over whether or not the British Empire was a good or a bad thing, or better or worse than other imperial ventures, toward asking how and why the empire’s past continues to shape the present.

I am not the first to raise some of these issues. A new generation of historians has shed light on Britain’s archival double-bookkeeping and the ways it distorted earlier accounts of the empire. I am indebted to all of them as they have offered fresh ways of understanding long-tilled and newly released evidence—evidence that I have read together with a vast array of my own original research. Collected across a dozen countries on four continents in nearly two dozen archives, and in hundreds of interviews with those on many sides of the colonial divide, this research further illuminated the answers I was seeking. When my research laid bare the limitations of end-of-empire archives, I turned to broader fields of inquiry, including political theory and social histories of metropolitan culture as well as the economics of empire and postcolonialism. I also looked to past canons of imperial, British, and international history, even if this story moves quickly through some of the events and world systems that they recount in detail. While my own thinking does not always accord with their conclusions, I am nevertheless indebted to these works just as I am to those of the poets, novelists, and playwrights who so often capture the present as it passes with an unvarnished truth telling that eludes so many others. This book, therefore, is as much a result of my own archival research as it is an engagement with wide-ranging ideas about empire often siloed from each other. Integrating these disparate approaches and sources allows a more complete understanding of Britain’s imperial past to emerge. My hope is that in the pages that unfold, this history of British colonial violence will illuminate structures, systems, and lived experiences at the time of empire and the reasons they continue to be contested today.




Part I



AN IMPERIAL NATION




As thunderous applause and cheers drowned out the final words of his maiden public speech, a young Winston Churchill reminded his nation of its uniquely bequeathed past and its duty to uphold the civilizing mission’s divinely inspired future. Waving off wisps of unruly hair that animated his oratory, Churchill laid waste to radical Liberals and other critics on the country’s political fringe, declaring:


There are not wanting those who say that in this Jubilee year our Empire has reached the heights of its glory and power, and that now we shall begin to decline, as Babylon, Carthage, Rome declined. Do not believe these croakers but give the lie to their dismal croaking by showing by our actions that the vigour and vitality of our race is unimpaired and that our determination is to uphold the Empire that we have inherited from our fathers as Englishmen [cheers], that our flag shall fly high upon the sea, our voice be heard in the councils of Europe, our Sovereign supported by the love of her subjects, then shall we continue to pursue that course marked out for us by an all-wise hand and carry out our mission of bearing peace, civilization and good government to the uttermost ends of the earth.1



It was a speech that gestured to the impassioned defenses of Britain’s imperial destiny and reflected the Victorian era in which Churchill had come of age. Over a century had passed since Robert Clive and Warren Hastings, two iconic British rulers in Bengal, were seen as the nation’s respective founder and consolidator of empire. In the late 1800s, and in the years that followed, few in the island nation rejected out of hand Britain’s rightful claim to empire or its claims to racial superiority, embedded as they were in a broader framework of liberal imperialism that had evolved more fully during the Victorian era. Rather, on that sun-splashed summer afternoon in Bath in 1897, the twenty-two-year-old Churchill, resolute in his convictions, articulated a powerful conception of the British Empire whose legitimacy was rarely questioned, even if its particular interests, as well as its policies and practices, were vigorously contested and debated.2

In many ways, Churchill epitomized the imperial soldier-cum-politician. He was steeped in empire from his time at Harrow to his training as a cadet at the Royal Military College at Sandhurst. While Oxford and Cambridge were natural codas for British ruling-class education, Sandhurst would also take its place as an incubator of the empire’s future leaders both on and off the battlefields. Churchill was a rather lackluster student, and after passing through Britain’s elite military academy, he joined the youthful ranks of those seeking imperial adventures. In 1895 he began his career as a war journalist and traveled to the Americas, where he reported on Spain’s efforts to suppress the Cuban war for independence. After a baptism by fire in which he witnessed bloodshed firsthand, he left the island with a lifelong penchant for Havana
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