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        Imagining Empire

        IN HISTORY’S REAR WINDOW

        We live in a world that empires have made.
            Indeed, most of the modern world is the relic of empires: colonial and pre-colonial,
            African, Asian, European and American. Its history and culture is riddled with the
            memories, aspirations, institutions and grievances left behind by those empires. The
            largest if not grandest of these was the empire laboriously assembled by the British
            across more than three centuries. No less than one quarter of today’s sovereign
            states were hewn from its fabric. For that reason alone, its impact was second to
            none.

        Its history has aroused deep and bitter
            disagreement: it could hardly be otherwise. A century ago, when the British Empire
            appeared as a great going concern with an indefinite future, the judgement of historians
            was usually positive. Mistakes had been made, injustice inflicted, abuses indulged in.
            Reform had come late. Misunderstanding had flourished. But all, or much, had come right
            in the end. For at the heart of the empire lay a self-correcting device: a liberal
            constitution through which political power answered to enlightened opinion. Indeed, this
            benevolent outcome seemed the best justification for the murkier aspects of the imperial
            story. The record of conquest and settlement, of the displacement and subjugation of
            peoples, so it was argued, could be seen as the price paid for progress among the
            barbarous and backward, trapped in their ‘stationary states’ and unable to
            grasp what was in their own interests. Redeeming peoples from superstition and savagery
            was bound to be messy and quite often bloody.

        The history of empire contained a further
            assurance. For it showed that the British themselves had undergone a moral improvement.
            In a huge fit of conscience, they had thrown over the system of slavery
            that had made them so rich and launched a furious global crusade against those who
            upheld it. They had also abandoned the futile endeavour to impose London’s central
            control on settler societies and by granting self-government won over their loyalty.
            Most wisely of all, according to liberal opinion, they had rejected commercial
            protection and embraced the path of free trade. Virtue and self-interest had been
            rewarded together. Free trade was the secret of British prosperity and was also the best
            lever for promoting world peace. It was perhaps hardly surprising that H. E.
            Marshall’s popular history, published in 1908 as Our Empire Story, was
            relentlessly upbeat.

        Indeed, that positive view was to last a
            long time – almost as long as the empire itself. A powerful lobby existed to promote the
            idea that, despite some imperfections, the British Empire was a ‘force for
            good’ in the world. When the ‘white dominions’ became sovereign states
            (a status made formal in 1931) while remaining part of the empire, this was held up as a
            model for international cooperation, of how a league of nations should work.1 This started to
            change in the depressed 1930s. The Marxist attack on capitalism’s failings became
            much more appealing and it became intellectually fashionable to denounce empire as the
            tool of financiers and industrialists. John A. Hobson’s great polemic,
                Imperialism: A Study, had made little impact when originally published in
            1902 but now found an eager new readership. A black historian from Trinidad (later its
            prime minister), Eric Williams, then a research student at Oxford, wrote a doctoral
            thesis in support of the claim that Britain’s Industrial Revolution – the
            principal source of its wealth and power – had been built on the profits of slavery, the
            labour system of empire.2 These were straws in the wind, but their wider influence was
            limited. A more reliable gauge of contemporary views was the reputation of Cecil Rhodes,
            the great ‘empire-builder’. Rhodes, who died in 1902, had not entirely
            escaped his detractors.3 But his heroic status was sanctioned by royal approval. His grave
            near Bulawayo (in modern Zimbabwe) was visited by the Prince of Wales in 1925, and by
            the future George VI in 1934. The centenary of his birth in 1953 was marked by the visit
            there of the Queen Mother and the Queen’s sister, Princess Margaret, amid a large
            gathering of dignitaries, and by the unveiling of a memorial tablet in Westminster Abbey.4 In Rhodes of Africa (1936), cinema-goers were regaled with a
            vision of Rhodes as gruff, manly and masterful, a true maker of empire.

        After 1960, a great reaction set in. The
            dismantling of empire, foreshadowed in the independence of India in 1947, was now well
            advanced. Colonial rule had lost what remained of its moral legitimacy as a form of
            enlightened trusteeship. The postwar idea of world order, embodied in the United
            Nations’ Charter, rejected all forms of colonialism in favour of the universal
            ideal of the sovereign nation-state. To progressive opinion in Britain, the imperial
            tradition now seemed an incubus. Its outdated values of order and hierarchy blocked
            cultural change and social mobility. The burdens of rule had wasted resources far better
            spent on modernizing Britain’s economy. The ‘soft’ markets of empire
            had feather-bedded manufacturing with disastrous long-term effects. It was easy to see
            the history of empire as irrelevant at best; at worst a disturbing reminder of an
            obsolete vision that had left Britain beached in a post-empire world. This mood of
            disillusion was highly receptive to the genre of ‘nationalist’ history that
            decolonization encouraged in the newly independent societies. Just as imperial history
            in Britain had once celebrated the acquisition of empire and the deeds of its makers, so
            nationalist histories applauded the achievement of nationhood and the arduous struggle
            for freedom against the imperialist oppressor. In a happy consensus, historians on high
            horses could break their lance on the cold corpse of empire.

        Indeed, the further that empire receded from
            view the more severe grew the verdict. In the 1970s, the apparent dislocation of the
            global economy lent renewed credibility to a Marxian history of exploitation and class
            conflict. Scrutinized in this light, the imperial past seemed an extreme version of this
            universal travail. Colonialism had imposed a cruel yoke of economic dependency that
            locked much of what became the ‘third world’ into exchanging ever cheaper
            raw produce for imported manufactures in a cycle of growing impoverishment. Revolution
            and class war were the only escape. In settler societies, where indigenous labour and
            land were seized by the colonists, exploitation and empire seemed perfectly fused. For
            historians of (and in) South Africa, the inhuman apparatus of apartheid in all its
            manifold forms was the more or less inevitable consequence of white
                colonization.5 What South Africa’s grim history also revealed – indeed this
            might be proclaimed as its principal ‘lesson’ – was that colonization and
            empire were invariably constructed on a platform of racial privilege and oppression. In
            a decolonized world in which race discrimination and inequality were still deeply
            entrenched (not least in the West’s richest and strongest society), the evil of
            racism became empire’s great legacy, the ideological core that drove all imperial
            endeavour, the vital ingredient of the imperial economy, and the guiding principle of
            imperial rule.

        This depiction of empire as (more than
            anything else) a system of racial oppression was the sharpest prong of a much
            wider attack. Here empire became a systematized means of imposing repression on a range
            of ‘subaltern’ groups (the term was borrowed from the Italian Marxist
            revolutionary Antonio Gramsci). Subaltern history described the social and economic
            injustice sanctioned by empire against those without access to political power: peasant
            communities; marginal groups, such as ‘tribals’, forest-dwellers, and
            out-castes in India; migrant labourers in Africa; nomads, travellers and transients;
            women workers and prostitutes; and women more generally.6 Empire represented a
            pragmatic conspiracy between a locally dominant class and the imperial regime. This
            subaltern formula could be extended to the empire ‘at home’. Here too was a
            mass population taken in by the wiles of an imperialist elite, paying in taxes and blood
            for the prestige, profits and pleasure enjoyed by the few. Here was a world of
            disempowered women, whose secondary status in a male-dominated society was reinforced by
            the masculine ethos of pioneer settlement, colonial wars and imperial rule.

        Subaltern history raised another large
            issue. Its exponents insisted that coercion was central to imperial authority, and
            brutality more commonplace than sanitized histories of empire admitted. But it was
            obvious that the use of force or its threat could not be the whole explanation for the
            acquiescence in empire, at home and abroad. In Britain’s South Asian Raj,
            Europeans were hugely outnumbered by Indians and except in 1857–8 faced only very
            localized rebellions, and not many of them. It would be even harder to claim that the
            ‘imperial idea’ depended on coercion at home, either against women or any other subaltern group. But this explanatory gap could be filled, so ran
            a new argument, by invoking the impact of Britain’s ‘cultural
            imperialism’. This suggestion derived from the insight, highly influential
            elsewhere, that command over how people and ideas were represented was the
            secret of social and political power. Accepted prescriptions of what it meant to be
            criminal or insane, moral or immoral, progressive or primitive, could exert a silent
            dictatorship over thought and behaviour. They could also be manipulated by a cultural
            elite to protect its own privileges. It was easy to see how this could be extended to
            empire.

        Histories of cultural imperialism portrayed
            empire as the systematic disparagement of the values, social practices and religious
            beliefs of its subject peoples, and of ‘oriental’ peoples in general (a
            category that included almost all non-Western societies). The transparent intention of
            this cultural assertiveness was to justify rule by outsiders as a triumph of truth,
            progress and freedom over superstition, stagnation, despotism and slavery, the elements
            of barbarism. Cultural imperialism’s founding precept was the patent superiority
            of the European (in this case the British) over the non-European ‘Other’.
            Generations of scholastic ingenuity and pragmatic double-think had ensured that almost
            every dimension of a given colonial society was screwed up and squeezed into an
            illustration of backwardness. This was the task (to take one example) of colonial
            ethnography and its official practitioners, the authors of the gazetteers and reports,
            surveys and censuses, at which the British in India excelled. In a vast work of
            imaginative re-creation, they constructed an image of stagnant or regressive
            communities, saved from disaster by imperial intervention, but too unprogressive to be
            released into freedom for an indefinite time. As a charter for mastery (and an excuse
            for rough methods) this was bad enough. What made it worse, so the argument ran, was
            cultural imperialism’s pervasive effect upon the peoples ruled over. For in
            destroying the authority of indigenous cultures, and imposing its own, it wrecked the
            self-confidence and creative capacity of local elites and drove a deep wedge between a
            collaborative minority seduced by the charms of imported ideas and the rest of society.
            Here then was empire at its most durably destructive. It erected a false notion of
            ‘traditional’ society and shored up its allies against social or political change. Even more damagingly, it created an
            ‘educated’ elite of Westernized poodles, while condemning indigenous
            cultures to a frozen, fragmented and inferior existence, the exotic remains of an
            immobile past.

        As all this suggests, in histories of empire
            the sound and fury of the ideological battlefield are rarely absent for long. We should
            not complain about this. Since histories were first written, the aim of the writer has
            invariably been to ‘correct’ our view of the past, and to align it more
            closely with the writer’s view of the present, and the way it was reached. The
            remotest of times have been annexed and ‘re-conquered’ in such
            ‘history wars’.7 For many of those who have written (and still write) about empire,
            there has been a missionary purpose. It springs from a deep sense of moral unease about
            the impact of empire, and often from the presumption that the worst ills of our time
            (racism in particular) can be traced to its influence. On this view of its task, the
            history of empire should adopt a strict method and present a clear message. It should
            treat the historical evidence that the imperialists bequeathed – official documentation,
            private papers and records, scholarly works of the period, newspapers, maps, paintings
            and photographs and all other forms of visual representation – as unavoidably tainted by
            an imperialist agenda: the relentless insistence upon their racial and cultural
            superiority, upon their right to rule and control, and upon Europe’s
            world-historical role as the source of civilization and progress. Instead imperial
            history should set out to show that this imperialist mentality was deluded and false and
            deeply immoral. It should strip away the nostalgia that still colours our image of
            empire and reveal the imperial assumptions that still pervade British and Western
            thinking about non-Western peoples. A truly post-colonial history would allow us to see
            the imperial past for what it was: a shameful record of economic exploitation, cultural
            aggression, physical brutality (and periodic atrocity) and divisive misrule. Indeed for
            some Western historians, it remains de rigueur to insist that for them, empire
            was ‘evil’.

        There is no need to take up a dogmatic
            position on the truth or untruth of these various claims (some of which are discussed
            later) to see their limitations as a depiction of empire and of Britain’s in particular. The underlying assumption, on which almost all else hangs,
            is that empires are abnormal, a monstrous intrusion in a usually empire-free world. No
            error could be more basic, or perhaps more revealing of an unconscious Eurocentrism.
            Empire – as the assertion of mastery (by influence or rule) by one ethnic group, or its
            rulers, over a number of others – has been the political rule of the road over much of
            the world and over most of world history: the default mode of state organization.8 Nor was it just
            the modern world that was created by empire. This suggests that the conditions that give
            rise to empires are neither peculiarly modern, nor peculiarly rooted in European
            behaviour, technology or values. It also suggests – unless we dispense with our view of
            historical change as a whole – that empires cannot be seen as the inveterate enemies of
            cultural and material advance among those they ruled over. Indeed, historians of
            pre-modern or non-European empires show few qualms in conceding that, whatever their
            shortfall in political freedom, they were often culturally creative and materially
            beneficial. It seems strange to withhold this more balanced approach from the European
            empires as a matter of doctrine (of course an empirical finding might turn out
            to be negative). It leads (an additional problem) to a history in stereotypes; to a
            cut-and-dried narrative in which the interests of rulers and ruled are posed as stark
            opposites, without the ambiguity and uncertainty which define most human behaviour. It
            denies to the actors whose thoughts and deeds we trace more than the barest autonomy,
            since they are trapped in a thought-world that determines their motives and rules their
            behaviour. It treats the subjects of empire as passive victims of fate, without freedom
            of action or the cultural space in which to preserve or enhance their own rituals,
            belief-systems or customary practices. It imagines the contact between rulers and ruled
            as a closed bilateral encounter, sealed off from the influence of regional, continental
            or global exchange. Most strangely of all, given how much we know, it turns Britain
            itself into a cultural and political monolith, obsessed not just with empire but with
            imposing one version of it: cultural domination, economic extraction, coercive
            control.

        Whatever its merits as a ‘tract for
            our times’, such history is a poor guide to the past, and a misleading base from
            which to imagine the future. We need a history of empire that explains more convincingly
                how Britain’s imperial world was constructed. It will need to
            do justice to the extraordinary variety of colonial societies – and hence to the variety
            and complexity of their post-colonial successors. Barbados, Uganda, South Africa,
            Singapore, New Zealand and India were all British colonies. The British occupation of
            Egypt lasted for more than seventy years. It would not be easy to argue that their
            shared experience of empire has produced similar outcomes. A British history of empire
            also needs to acknowledge the pluralism and diversity of British society. The social and
            cultural complexity (the product of internal and external influence) sustained within
            the bounds of a single sovereign state may go far to explain Britain’s global
            pre-eminence during the long nineteenth century before 1914. What made the British so
            adept as empire-builders was, in part, the exceptional range and variety of the
            interests, skills and activities mobilized by the prospect of expansion abroad. It was
            this versatility – in method, language and object – that gave the ‘British
            connection’ (the contemporary phrase used by colonizers and colonized) its
            kaleidoscopic significance, as a source of attraction to some and repulsion to others.
            But it also denied to British imperialism the ideological coherence and political
            solidarity with which monolithic accounts of ‘imperial Britain’ naively
            endow it.

        Most of all, perhaps, we need an imperial
            history that pays close attention to the terms and conditions on which British interests
            and influence entered a particular region in search of trade or dominion. This was
            almost never possible without some form of local alliance or understanding with the
            rulers and peoples who claimed or controlled the area concerned. Indeed, there was
            rarely much point in going to a place that had (or was thought to have) no inhabitants
            unless to dump convicts: a barren land without people to trade with or produce to buy
            had little to offer. The bridgeheads the British established, sometimes extending no
            more than a mile from the beach, might be hemmed in by locals, determined to stop them
            from capturing their trade with the peoples and markets inland (for long the case in
            West Africa, India and China) and with the military means to prevent them. In this
            situation, it required a drastic upsetting of this local balance of power before the
            British could be more than a puny mercantile presence, usually a convenience for local
            rulers and traders, sometimes a nuisance, but almost never a threat.
            Sometimes this upset occurred because governments in London decided that British control
            must be real, and provided the force to make this effective. But this rarely occurred as
            a unilateral or spontaneous decision. The usual scenario was much more complex – and had
            much more complex results.

        This was because the British were in almost
            all cases only one element in a much larger equation. The places they went to were not
            pristine locations, untouched by time and untroubled by change. In the Middle East,
            India, Southeast Asia, China and East and West Africa, they encountered vigorous, highly
            organized commercial economies, and – in India and China especially – highly organized
            states. These were regions already drawn into the highways of commerce, often responding
            dynamically to the impact of trade. These were regions in motion, as much as Europe
            itself. In them a change in the pattern of economic activity – like the changes we think
            of today as ‘globalization’ – could often unsettle the political order. New
            sources of wealth rewarded new social groups, expanding their power and prestige while
            demoting others. New skills (and perhaps values) challenged the possessors of old, or
            threatened their status. New concentrations of power and new kinds of states began to
            emerge, some precariously dependent upon the new flows of trade and the revenues it
            brought in. If things were to go wrong, if trade was depressed or disrupted, and with it
            the revenue that financed the regime, a grand crisis would follow. This was not the only
            danger that loomed. A crisis that came ‘from the sea’ – that arose from
            local involvement in maritime commerce – posed one kind of threat. But in many parts of
            the world, a crisis ‘from the land’ was almost equally likely. Inland
            empires with faraway rulers in Delhi, Beijing, Ava (in Burma) or Kumasi (in Asante in
            modern-day Ghana) might claim coastal dominion and resent the appearance of new
            mercantile states. Or they might themselves be caught up in a great political struggle
            against outside invasion and internal revolt: the fate of the Mughals in
            eighteenth-century India. Thus, social and cultural tensions of which they were barely
            aware, or events taking place far beyond their local horizon, could transform the
            conditions in which the British bridgehead or beachhead existed. British traders might
            be ruined by rebellions and wars in which they were merely third parties, and they
            themselves might be seen as the sinister allies of parvenu rulers, or
            suspected of plotting their downfall. It was situations like these that the British
            confronted after 1740 in India and to which they had to react, or cut their losses and
            leave.

        There was one further complication they
            faced, in India and elsewhere. They were rarely alone. Other European states, often
            represented by great chartered monopolies such as the French or Dutch East India
            Companies, were usually present, drawn to the spot by the same commercial incentive.
            They competed for influence and commercial advantage. When the local crisis began, they
            were just as determined as the British to protect their position and exploit any chance
            to expand and enhance it. The result was a struggle in which European rivalry was mixed
            up in the conflicts of local rulers and leaders, and whose outcome depended (as far as
            the British were concerned) upon the success of their allies and friends. Unless, that
            is, they were willing themselves to commit their resources to the diplomatic and
            military contest – and could persuade their masters in London that the effort was worth
            it. London was willing over India, although its help was largely confined to sending
            naval assistance. But even in India, the key to British success in expanding their
            bridgehead and building a wider dominion was the tenacious infiltration of local sources
            of power, conscripting local resources and adapting their message and methods to Indian
            conditions. To become the rulers of India, the British became
            ‘Anglo-Indians’ – the term used to describe the British in India until
                c. 1900.

        As a result, the British did not so much
            impose their control over local societies as tunnel their way into them. Even where they
            made a forced entry through a settler invasion (the American pattern), their prospects
            depended on coming to terms with indigenous ‘first peoples’: as vendors of
            land, as partners in trade and as allies in war. Settlers had to adjust to new kinds of
            landscape, new kinds of production, new kinds of warfare. Both the tools and equipment
            and the institutions and values that they had carried ashore had to be modified to local
            conditions – sometimes quite drastically. The acute problem of labour in the plantation
            economies of the Caribbean was solved by the import of slaves from West Africa, creating
            a racial Grand Canyon and a coercive machine utterly different from social conditions at home. In settler communities, as in other colonial
            societies, empire was not just a story of domination and subjection (although both might
            be present) but something more complicated: the creation of novel or hybrid societies in
            which notions of governance, economic assumptions, religious values and morals, ideas
            about property, and conceptions of justice, conflicted and mingled, to be reinvented,
            refashioned, tried out or abandoned. For colonial societies were not forged in an
            instant, at the moment of conquest. Throughout the period of this book, they were works
            in progress whose politics, economics and social structures were in more or less
            constant upheaval.

        How can we capture the cocktail of changes
            that colonization brought with it? Some fifty years ago, two of the shrewdest historians
            of Europe’s imperialisms, John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson, sketched out a
            ‘road map’ of Britain’s route to world empire after 1815.9 At the heart of
            their argument lay two crucial assertions: that the British constantly sought the least
            effortful way of pursuing their interests in every part of the world, partly because of
            their system of government with its inbuilt constraint on public expenditure; and that
            this led them, wherever they could, to rely upon cooperation
            (‘collaboration’) with the local elites into whose backyards they strayed.
            The logic of collaboration was to find a working arrangement with which both sides could
            live. The British had no wish to inject more resources (of manpower and force) than they
            thought their interests required, while for the local elite calculated collaboration
            would limit the scale of intrusion, preserve the substance of power and might even yield
            benefits. The result was a complex historical pattern. For in some parts of the world,
            the British could secure an open door for their trade by an energetic diplomacy that
            left local sovereignty more or less intact: this was the Latin American model. In less
            cooperative regions, a more coercive approach was adopted: if the locals would not open
            the door, the lock would be forced and the door battered down. Between 1839 and 1842,
            the British applied this to China, demanding free entry to its markets, and blocking the
            Yangtze – China’s main artery – with their steamers until Beijing gave way.
            Thereafter, with a fistful of ‘treaty ports’ (where foreign merchants were
            exempt from Chinese authority), a flotilla of gunboats and a grand
            harbour at Hong Kong (now a British possession), the British hoped to exploit the
            Chinese ‘eldorado’, but without the huge burden of imposing their rule. But
            sometimes it happened that armed intervention and the treaty port model could not
            guarantee the commercial regime that the British demanded. Or (often in places without
            commercial appeal) they wanted exclusive control over strategic locations overlooking
            the sea-lanes that tied their spheres of interests together. Here, they went the whole
            hog: British rule was imposed; local rulers deposed; a governor installed; the map
            coloured pink. Yet even here, where empire was ‘formal’, collaboration logic
            was followed. It was wise to seek out the local power-brokers and enlist their support
            because governing by coercion was clumsy and dangerous, and importing large numbers of
            Britons to man the bureaucracy a futile extravagance. As is well known, the British
            ruled India (population 250 millions) with an administrative cadre of under 1,000.

        Gallagher and Robinson’s brilliant
            historical insights remain the point of departure for most serious work on the history
            of empire. What we can add is an emphasis upon the multiple viewpoints and sometimes
            conflicting activities of all those individuals and interests in Britain – merchants,
            missionaries, migrants, soldiers, sailors, shipowners, scientists, diplomats,
            humanitarians, investors and would-be career-builders – for whom empire represented
            either a valuable asset or a desirable prospect. For it turns out on inspection that the
            ‘empires’ they wanted were often quite different. The ‘empire of
            slavery’ was abolished by law in the early nineteenth century: the wealthy
            slave-owning interest was crushed by the weight of reforming opinion at home.10 The
            ‘empire of migrants’ – instinctively protectionist and truculently
            self-governing – had little in common with the wider ‘empire of free trade’
            on which exports, employment and profits depended. Neither looked much like the
            ‘empire of Christ’ – the open sea of Christian faith – into which
            Britain’s Protestant missionaries hoped to draw the whole world. The ‘empire
            of coaling stations, bases and fortresses’ was different again. The quarrels and
            squabbles of these rival imperialists meant that no single imperial ideology ruled the
            Victorian roost: they also gave succour to subject peoples in search of friends in high
            places and held out the faint hope that one day freedom would come.

        There is something else we can add: it is the
            main theme of this book. The history of Britain’s expansion took shape as a series
            of imperial encounters that started with contact and ended with the emergence of
            colonial societies. This was the making of empire. But to follow the action, we must see
            it in slow motion: breaking it down into components and phases; digging out the ideas
            that made empire seem ‘reasonable’; tracing the methods on which empire
            rulers relied; explaining the grievances that led to revolt; tracking the means by which
            revolt was usually suppressed; following the missionary trail (and travail); dissecting
            the impact of empire on the sense of place and identity. Making contact, taking
            possession, unleashing war, settling in (or trying to), buying and selling (by fair
            means or foul), ruling, rebelling, repressing, converting, reinventing identities: all
            these and more went into the making of empire.

        VISIONS OF EMPIRE

        The idea of empire in Britain went back a
            long way. From its earliest beginnings, it was an uneasy and sometimes contradictory
            amalgam of territorial ambition, administrative practice, legal procedure and cultural
            pretensions. Much of what became the institutional framework of empire was laid down in
            England long before Columbus had crossed the Atlantic. A fundamental conception was that
            of a unitary monarchy to rule all English possessions. Sovereignty and allegiance were
            ruthlessly centralized and the Crown brooked no competition. However, allegiance was
            softened by a second great principle: that the Crown’s dependencies could retain
            their own laws and customs unless these were deliberately and specifically changed. It
            was also established by habit and precedent that laws could be made for dependent
            possessions by the Crown acting through Parliament (making ‘statutes’), or
            by the ‘king-in-council’. In fact, the second of these routes became much
            the more common, because much the more flexible. The so-called
            ‘order-in-council’ was an executive act, authorized by the Privy Council,
            originally the body of the king’s closest advisers, but in more recent times an
            administrative formality. The right of the king to hear legal appeals from his
            ‘subjects’ in all and every possession was firmly
            entrenched: indeed its shadow survives in our post-colonial age in appeals to the
            Judicial Committee of the Privy Council, which some independent Commonwealth countries
            have maintained as a legal convenience. This blend of common allegiance and (in
            practice) decentralized law-making framed English (later British) ideas about empire
            from beginning to end.11

        There were other inventions that the English
            reproduced later in America and Asia. As early as 1363 the Crown delegated powers of
            self-government to twenty-six English merchants of Calais, then a key English possession
            (and the last to be lost on the European mainland). In the following century, in the
            Calais Staple Act of 1423, it granted a cartel of merchants in Calais a monopoly over
            the sale of English wool abroad, and established the precedent for the monopolies later
            given to the East India Company, the Levant Company, the Hudson’s Bay Company, the
            Royal Africa Company and (the last of a long line) Cecil Rhodes’s British South
            Africa Company. In 1381, a ‘navigation act’ tried to restrict (but not very
            successfully) trade in and out of England to ships owned and manned by Englishmen. Here
            was the kernel of the system of commercial exclusion perfected (so far as it could be)
            in the transatlantic empire of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

        It was not just a set of legal and
            administrative expedients that later empire-builders inherited from medieval
            policymakers. From the 900s onwards (and perhaps even earlier) English kings laid claim
            to ‘high kingship’ over the whole British archipelago. Edward the Confessor
            styled himself rex totius Britanniae – king of all Britain.12 The ‘Norman
            century’ (1066–1154) marked an interlude (when English sea power declined), but
            from the later twelfth century onward there was a vigorous assertion of English
            authority over Ireland (where Henry II assumed the ‘Lordship of Ireland’ in
            1172) and Wales, the scene of Edward I’s conquests and castle-building – as well
            as less successful attempts to bring Scotland to heel. In the struggle with over-mighty
            settlers in Ireland (as well as the indigenous Irish) and in the planting of English
            settlers in Wales (recruited in East Anglia and given municipal privileges),13 we can see
            the dilemmas and tactics of a later colonialism. What this pattern of English expansion
            also revealed was a stark confrontation between English ideas of ‘civility’
            – the qualities of an ordered and peaceful society – and those that
            prevailed on the British ‘peripheries’. The English model presumed: a
            well-peopled countryside of compact village communities; a landscape of manors,
            common-fields and a corn-growing agriculture; a peasantry under the thumb of a
            landowning class and its ecclesiastical allies; a network of towns, markets and fairs;
            an active land market, permitting some social mobility; and above all a monarchy that
            supplied peace, founded towns, levied taxes and fostered trade.14 But in Ireland and
            Wales, the social system was different. These were kin-centred communities where
            allegiance and loyalty were owed not to the king, but to kinsmen and clan leaders. They
            were mobile and pastoral, not fixed and crop-growing. Their notions of property were
            loose and informal. The conflict between clans (the inevitable consequence, said some
            English observers, of a cattle-herding economy) encouraged plunder and slavery. Towns
            were few and far between; money was scarce. Manners were worse. A world of hard-riding
            herders had no use for tables to dine on or elaborate social decorum. Without the strict
            social discipline the English priest imposed on the parish, their clan culture
            encouraged trial marriage, divorce and the recognition of children born out of wedlock.
            To English observers, these were lawless, chaotic, thug-ridden societies, where
            political life was reduced to a protection-racket. Order and progress must be imposed
            from outside. The English in Ireland must not be allowed to ‘go native’ –
            the purpose of the 1366 Statute of Kilkenny, which forbade (among other things) the
            fashion for Irish-style haircuts. The powerful equation between cultural advantage and
            imperial over-rule was born close to home.

        Of course medieval English ambition was not
            confined to the British Isles. The Norman and Plantagenet dynasties brought with them
            territorial interests and claims on the European mainland. Normandy was lost to the
            kings of France in 1204. But the English kings upheld their claim to a vast swathe of
            what is now south-western France in Poitou and Aquitaine, and drew a large revenue from
            the wine-exporting region of Gascony and its capital at Bordeaux: the Gascon wine duty
            alone yielded as much as the entire English customs revenue. English garrisons peppered
            Brittany, whose strategic importance on the sea-route to Gascony
            foreshadowed that of Egypt on the sea-route to India 500 years later.15 However, dynastic
            rule on the mainland did not exert the same influence on English visions of empire as
            their experience of Ireland and Wales. This was partly because the English
            monarch’s authority (as duke of Aquitaine) required formal allegiance to the kings
            of France (and thus narrowed the scope for creating new institutions); partly because
            the claims of English civility made little sense in a wealthy dependency with a highly
            organized government and a rich commercial economy; but mainly because, by 1453, the
            English had been driven out of the mainland except the enclave of Calais.

        The timing, however fortuitous, proved very
            significant. It meant that the course of English expansion in the following century,
            when the scope of English aims and ambitions was extended dramatically, was archipelagic
            and maritime and not continental. Indeed, the consolidation of Spain and France as
            dynastic states, and the family alliance between Austria and Spain (both ruled by
            Habsburgs), threw the English on the defensive in Europe. This sense of vulnerability
            was sharpened by the crisis over England’s religious alignment from the time of
            Henry VIII’s quarrel with Rome over his marriage, through the Catholic
            ‘restoration’ under Mary (1553–8), and Elizabeth’s Protestant
            settlement after 1558, which appeared to pit England against the most powerful European
            and oceanic state of the age, the Spain of Philip II. It was Henry’s vehement
            assertion of his right to religious autonomy that prompted the claim in the Appeals Act
            of 1533 that England was an empire – and thus free of any allegiance to other earthly
            rulers. The fear that English-style Protestantism would be overthrown from within by a
            coup or from without by invasion (the purpose of the Spanish Armada of 1588) became
            obsessive and chronic. The need for popular vigilance against a Catholic takeover,
            bringing despotism, persecution and England’s subjection to Spain (later France),
            became a well-spring of patriotism and Protestant English identity. After the Union of
            1707, it helped smooth the mutual antipathy of English and Scots into a sense of shared
                ‘Britishness’.16 At the Victorian apogee of British
            world power, it still had the strength to incite public alarm and to fuel missionary
            fervour. But it was only one element, however explosive, in the Elizabethans’
            vision of empire.

        Just as important was the widening
            conception of geostrategic security after c. 1560. Fear of
            foreign invasion drove home the vital importance of controlling both the Narrow Seas
            between England and the Low Countries – the most likely launch-pad for a Spanish assault
            – and the Western Approaches, the sea-gate leading from the Atlantic into the Irish Sea
            and the Channel. By 1560, a distinct ‘Queen’s navy’ had come into
            being, with an administrative system to maintain and supply it.17 The defeat of the
            Spanish Armada in 1588 brought a temporary respite. But in the 1590s, Elizabeth’s
            government sent expeditionary forces to the Netherlands and Brittany to forestall a
            renewed Spanish attack. The Reformation in Scotland eased English fears of attack from
            the north. But the evident failure of the Protestant Reformation in Ireland, the
            vulnerability of the Pale, the supposedly safe zone around Dublin, and the danger that
            Ireland might offer a base for a back-door invasion of England, caused growing alarm
            among Elizabeth’s ministers. Between the 1560s and 1580s, the English garrison
            rose steadily from 1,500 men to over 8,000.18 In the 1590s, the drastic decision was
            taken to embark on a great war of conquest, to re-make Gaelic Ireland to an English
            design. Here, as in Europe, success was transient and costly. But the
            ‘lesson’ that English security depended upon the active naval surveillance
            of north-western Europe, and effective control over the whole island of Ireland, was now
            indelibly printed on the strategic imagination of governments in London, and remained
            firmly lodged there until after the Second World War.

        The third crucial influence was
            England’s wider turn to the ocean. As is often remarked, the English were
            latecomers to Atlantic exploration and conquest, trailing behind the Portuguese, Spanish
            and French. They were spurred into action by commercial disaster. Bristol merchants had
            grown rich on the Gascon wine trade, sending cloth and grain to Bordeaux. The collapse
            of English rule in 1453 disrupted this trade and forced them to look south, towards
            Portugal and Spain. Here they learned of the new seafaring knowledge that carried
            Portuguese and Spanish navigators to the Caribbean and West Africa. Bristol sailors
            began to search for the ‘island of Brazil’ (probably Newfoundland) somewhere
            in the Atlantic. John Cabot, a Genoese like Columbus, was commissioned to seek a
            ‘newfound land’ in the north Atlantic, perhaps to replace the Icelandic
            fishery from which Bristol men had been driven by Hanseatic
                competition.19 At first little came of this. But from the 1550s, West Country seamen
            and their mercantile backers exploited the new maritime knowledge to challenge the
            Atlantic predominance of the Portuguese and Spanish. In 1562, John Hawkins arrived on
            the West African coast to buy slaves to sell in Spanish America. His kinsman and
            protégé, Francis Drake, adopted Hawkins’s technique of trading at gunpoint in
            Spanish American ports: the bonus was plunder.20 English ministers
            ‘disapproved’. But they also rejected the claim by the Spanish and
            Portuguese that the papal ‘donation’ of 1494 had shared the Atlantic between
            them and excluded everyone else. Instead they and their propagandists insisted on the
            doctrine of mare liberum: ‘seeing therefore that the sea and trade are
            common by the lawe of nature and nations, it was not lawfull for the Pope, nor is it
            lawfull for the Spaniards, to prohibit other nations for the communication and
            participation of this lawe’.21 Imagining themselves as outsiders
            struggling to break into the closed trading systems of the Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch
            and (later) Chinese, and invoking the ‘freedom of the seas’ as their
            doctrine, became one of the most durable elements of British imperialism. Its influence
            was still felt well into the twentieth century.

        The great would-be empire-builder of the age
            was Walter Ralegh (1554–1618), the ‘pushy outsider’22 whose gallant appearance
            and talent for verse helped him become one of Elizabeth’s court favourites, duly
            rewarded with office, income and property. Ralegh was one of the Devonshire gentry, for
            whom the maritime conflict with Spain and Elizabeth’s troubles in Ireland offered
            rich pickings. Ralegh’s half-brother was Humphrey Gilbert whose career had
            flowered after a spectacularly brutal campaign to suppress a rebellion in Ireland in the
            1570s. Gilbert was convinced that a north-west passage to China could be found and
            favoured founding an American colony to relieve English poverty. In 1583 he sailed to
            Newfoundland and, with a patent from Elizabeth, laid claim to the harbour and environs
            of what became St John’s. When Gilbert was lost on this voyage, Ralegh took up his
            cause. It was at his instigation that Richard Hakluyt wrote his Discourse of Western
                Planting in 1584, the first great manifesto of English imperialism
                overseas.23 It denied Spanish claims to North America, denounced the cruelty with
            which they had treated the Amerindians and urged systematic
            colonization as a cure for unemployment, overpopulation and commercial depression at
            home. ‘All the commodities of our old and dangerous trades in Europe, Africa and
            Asia … may in short space for little or nothing … be had in that
            part of America which lieth between 30 and 60 degrees of northerly latitude,’ he
            claimed. The object should be to import raw produce and export finished goods
            ‘… to the employment of a wonderful multitude of the poor subjects of this
            realm in return … what in the number of things to go out wrought and to come
            in unwrought, there need not one poor creature to steal, to starve or to beg as they
                do …’24 Like Gilbert, Ralegh combined soldiering in Ireland, where he was
            granted an enormous estate from forfeited lands, with his American ventures. Raising
            money from merchants in London, and with the practical help of Thomas Hariot, the
            leading mathematician-astronomer of the day, he dispatched two expeditions to Roanoke
            (on the coast of today’s North Carolina) in 1585 and 1587 as a base for trade, but
            also to attack the Spanish treasure fleet that returned each year via the Florida
            Strait. For, like many leading figures at Elizabeth’s court, Ralegh believed that
            cutting off Spain’s supply of bullion was a vital means of lessening its European
            primacy – and the threat that this posed to Protestant England. ‘It is his Indian
            gold that endangereth and disturbeth all the nations of Europe …’ he remarked
            of Philip II.25

        By the end of the century, the English were
            still the outsiders of empire. Their attempt to found a colony at Roanoke had failed
            calamitously. They had nothing to compare with Spain’s silver-rich empire in
            Mexico and Peru, or with Portugal’s Estado da India with its capital at
            ‘Golden Goa’. The Dutch had beaten them to the spice islands of the East
            Indies: their Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, or ‘VOC’, would prove more
            than a match for its London-based rival. But the prospect of riches in the Atlantic
            beyond was now firmly anchored in English imaginings. The ambition was there and so,
            more and more, were the commercial resources to fund overseas ventures. In the year of
            the Armada, Richard Hakluyt had sat down to write his Principall
                    Navigations … of the English People, published
            the following year. He followed this up with his enormous compendium The Principal
                Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation
            (1598–1600), an epic celebration of England’s maritime past. The defeat of the
            Spanish Armada in 1588 vindicated Hakluyt and Ralegh’s claim that Spain could be
            challenged in the Americas. War and plunder in the 1590s encouraged further attempts,
            including Ralegh’s own venture to what he called ‘the Large, Rich and
            Bewtiful Empire of Guiana’ in 1595. This too came to nothing. But in 1607, a
            London-based syndicate established a precarious American bridgehead with just sufficient
            resilience and supply to survive the disasters that had overwhelmed the English at
            Roanoke. This was Virginia.

        The long seventeenth century up to 1713 was
            an age of revolution and war in England, Scotland and Ireland. By its end, the English
            had transformed their position both in Europe and beyond. At home they had achieved a
            precarious constitutional settlement which survived the fierce party strife in the reign
            of Queen Anne (1702–14).26 The conquest of Ireland that had eluded Elizabeth was carried
            through with a vengeance after 1690. The union with Scotland (soon to be tested by the
            Jacobite Rising of 1715) averted the danger of a divided succession on the mainland of
            Britain. The War of the Spanish Succession (1702–13) confirmed England’s status as
            a great naval and military power, now with two naval bases (Gibraltar and Minorca) in
            the western Mediterranean. At the end of that war, they acquired in the peace treaty the
            right to sell slaves into Spanish America, the so-called asiento, puncturing at
            long last the continent’s commercial seclusion. And they had acquired their own
            empire of ‘plantations’ and ‘factories’: the sprinkling of
            settlements along the North American coast and among the Caribbean islands; the Levant
            and East India Companies’ depots and enclaves at Izmir, Aleppo, Basra, Bandar
            Abbas, Surat, Bombay, Madras and Calcutta. They controlled much of the fishery on the
            Grand Banks off Newfoundland. Their Hudson’s Bay fur trade rivalled that of the
            French. They were deep in the slave trade. They had even begun to buy tea at Canton in
            China.

        No single vision of empire lay behind this
            expansion. But there was agreement on one thing: that the point of expansion was to make
            England richer. Merchants venturing to the Near East and India would discover new
            markets. Founding American colonies would create them. Exotic goods from the East could
            be resold at a profit to European customers. Refining raw produce that
            was grown in the colonies would increase employment at home, add to its value, provide a
            valuable export, and profit both merchants and shipping. Disagreement began over how
            best to achieve this roseate vista. The Levant and East India merchants (an overlapping
            group) insisted that without a monopoly the costs and risks of their trade would make it
            unprofitable. Those outside the circle denounced this self-serving claim, and challenged
            the Crown’s right to grant such a favour. A more damaging criticism, aimed at the
            East India Company, was that the imports it brought in could be purchased only by the
            export of bullion, and thus, it was argued, by decreasing the supply of money at home
            and with it demand. Private profit was made at the public expense. The most effective
            defence was to show that goods brought from India were re-exported to Europe, and that
            the mark-up on price was more than enough to cover the cost of the silver sent east to
            pay for it. By the late seventeenth century this entrepot doctrine had become well
            entrenched.

        Perhaps its most fluent exponent was the
            Bristol merchant John Cary (?1650–?1720). In his Essay on the State of England in
                Relation to its Trade, its Poor and its Taxes (1695), Cary emphasized the value
            of the plantations in creating employment and trade.

        
            For I take England and all its
                Plantations to be one great Body, those being the so many Limbs or Counties
                belonging to it, therefore when we consume their Growth we do as it were spend the
                Fruits of our own Land and what thereof we sell to our Neighbours for Bullion, or
                such Commodities as must pay for therein, brings a second Profit to the
                Nation … This was the first Design of settling Plantations abroad, that
                the People of England might better maintain a Commerce and Trade among themselves,
                the chief Profit was to redound to the Centre …27

        

        But if the centre was to profit most, it
            followed, so most contemporaries thought, that colonial trade must be regulated – in the
            interests first and foremost of English shipping. At a moment of financial and military
            crisis for the post-Revolution regime in 1696, the Navigation Laws were reinforced. A
            stringent system (although laxly enforced) was imposed to ensure that the raw produce of
            the Caribbean and American colonies came first to Britain, and in British ships,
            whatever its ultimate market. Britain would grow wealthy and strong as
            the great entrepot of the Atlantic world.28

        This ‘entrepot imperialism’
            became the dominant view from the Glorious Revolution of 1688 until the great American
            crisis of the 1770s and 1780s. It masked a wide range of imperial assumptions as well as
            colonial dissent. It proclaimed, in effect, that the only empire worth having was one
            whose commodities were exported exclusively to Britain and were then re-exported for the
            profit of its merchants and the benefit of its revenues. It imposed a commercial
            straitjacket on colonial economies that was deeply resented as an infringement of
            freedom – by the Protestant Anglo-Irish as well as by planters in Barbados: ‘Free
            Trade is the life of all colonies,’ declared the Barbados governor
                rebelliously.29 Its supporters at home longed to smash open Spain’s American
            empire but were restrained by the need to show prudence in Europe. As a political
            doctrine, it combined formal recognition of the right to self-government by settlers and
            planters with the spasmodic assertion of the British Parliament’s right to make
            their laws if it chose: a view fiercely resisted by colonial assemblies. Neither did the
            English at home waste any sentiment on the settlers and planters as heroic
            empire-builders. An English visitor to Barbados (then England’s most valuable
            colony) remarked in 1655 that ‘this Island is the dunghill whereon England doth
            cast forth its rubbish: rogues and whores and such like people …’30 The view
            from Barbados was understandably different: ‘British blood runs in our veins and
            the spirit of Englishmen in our hearts,’ declared a local patriot.31 The
            ideological claim, that a seaborne empire of commerce was the secret of freedom – that
            ‘Britons never shall be slaves’ – was smoothly reconciled with a frank
            recognition that the African slave trade and slavery were its real engine of growth.
            ‘No African trade, no negroes; no negroes, no sugars, gingers, indicoes [indigo]
            etc.; no sugars etc. no islands; no islands no continent; no continent no trade,’
            was how Daniel Defoe put it in 1713.32 Far from restraining the
            planters’ demand for more slaves, London vetoed the efforts of colonial assemblies
            (fearful of slave insurrection) to limit the influx.33

        As far as India went, entrepot imperialism
            showed no interest at all in schemes of conquest or rule, for the very good reason that
            they would have been absurdly impractical. The East India Company had survived the removal in 1694 of its monopoly rights by a Whig-controlled House of
            Commons (dismissed by its chief executive Josiah Child as ‘the nonsense of a few
            ignorant country gentlemen who have hardly enough wit to manage their own private
                affairs …’)34 and absorbed its rival New Company some
            fourteen years later. The Company’s defeat of free trade marked a recognition that
            English commerce in Asia was ‘different’. There was no naval power to
            protect it, no means to defend it against unfriendly rulers, no legal tribunal to
            provide arbitration. The Company must fend for itself and carry the overheads: its
            heavily armed ‘East Indiamen’, its forts and garrisons, its mercantile
            hierarchy of men on the spot. The price of such continuous investment by joint stock
            investors was the exclusion of interlopers and free-riders from the long-distance trade
            between England and India. But to an extent barely noticed until the second half of the
            century, this Indian ‘exception’ created a powerful new interest with a mind
            of its own. Too big to fail, too far away to control, it turned into the kernel of a
            mighty new empire.

        NEW EMPIRES FOR OLD?

        For all its contradictions, it had been
            possible to think of Britain’s Atlantic empire as a unity. Its (white) inhabitants
            had shared (as ‘free-born Englishmen’) the right to representative
            government in their own colonial assemblies. They owed a common allegiance to the
            British Crown. They enjoyed British protection against any threat from without. They
            were bound to obey the laws that Parliament passed for the trade of the empire. In
            theory at least, their place in the imperial economy was a guarantee of prosperity in an
            age of commercial exclusion. In this ‘British’ world, the awkward fact of a
            huge slave population could be simply ignored by treating slaves as property. This was
            the empire celebrated by Edmund Burke as ‘a great political union of
                communities’35 and the one he defended against London’s wrongheaded
            attempts to impose direct taxes (the Stamp Tax) on self-governing colonies. It was
            largely destroyed by a great settler rebellion with eager assistance of Britain’s
            European rivals. But even as it broke up, a new ‘global’ vision of
            Britain’s place in the world began to take shape. New schemes of
            conquest, new doctrines of empire and a new apparatus of rule soon arose in its
            wake.

        Indeed, far from heralding the implosion of
            British imperial power, the loss of America was the prelude to a colossal expansion of
            its scale and ambition. Dismantling Spain’s American empire and its commercial
            controls remained the great prize: its silver-rich colonies still seemed to glitter with
            promise. The British had captured Havana (Spain’s Caribbean
            ‘Gibraltar’) in 1762, but reluctantly handed it back to secure a peace
            treaty. However, Cook’s exploration of the Pacific (begun in 1769) showed their
            determination to challenge Spain’s claim to a Pacific monopoly, and to search out
            new markets and trades in the rumoured southern land (terra australis). Perhaps
            the grandest ambition was to open up China. The foundation of Botany Bay as a faraway
            gaol in 1788 was at least partly inspired by hopes of an ‘Australian’
            sea-route to China. Four years later, in 1792, a high-powered delegation under Lord
            Macartney, a former ambassador, was dispatched to Beijing to establish diplomatic
            relations and open China fully to trade. On this occasion at least, the British had to
            take no for an answer. But from the outset of their war against France in 1793, the
            British seized every chance to further their global expansion. They took the Cape and
            Ceylon from the Dutch to strengthen their grip on the sea-route to India, and then
            French-held Mauritius. Spain’s alliance with France was punished by the loss of
            Trinidad in 1796. An expedition from India occupied the island of Java, the jewel in the
            crown of the Dutch overseas empire. When the Portuguese king, in fear of the French,
            removed his court to Brazil, the price of British protection was to open the country to
            British mercantile enterprise. The British even attempted to ‘liberate’
            Spanish-ruled Buenos Aires in 1807, but that was a fiasco. And although they handed back
            some of their prizes in 1815 (the most important was Java to help prop up a new Kingdom
            of the Netherlands against French aggression in Europe), the results of the war set in
            motion a drastic re-ordering of British ideas about empire.

        The most fundamental revision (because it
            underwrote almost everything else) was the realization that their entrepot imperialism
            could now be pursued on a global scale, and largely without the costly defences required
            up till then. Its real foundation was the achievement of maritime
            primacy. The rough balance of sea power between Britain on one side and her rivals in
            Europe (chiefly, France, Spain and the Dutch) on the other had been overthrown.
            Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar in 1805 meant that no other European power
            now had the strength to exclude Britain from markets in the rest of the world. The age
            of rival mercantilisms, of closed trading zones barred to imperial outsiders, was
            finished. The greatest of these, Spain’s American empire, was already dissolving.
            The British could now see themselves as the entrepot, not just of their empire, but of
            much of the world. It was a staggering enlargement of scale and of mental horizons that
            took some time to sink in. It underpinned the extraordinary self-confidence (not to say
            arrogance) with which they approached both commerce and politics in Asia and Africa. But
            it went hand in hand with a second revelation that had gradually dawned on them since
            the crisis-ridden 1770s.

        This was the prospect opened up by what
            Robert Clive called the ‘revolution’ in India: the East India
            Company’s conquest of Bengal after 1757. The Company’s move had been made
            out of fear that French machinations and the local ruler’s hostility would drive
            it altogether from the richest market in India: the meaning it drew from the attack on
            Calcutta in 1756 and the notorious ‘Black Hole’ into which its agents were
            thrown. But the first reaction in Britain had been one of alarm and disgust at the
            astonishing windfall that this brought the so-called ‘nabobs’ – the
            get-very-rich-very-quick Company servants in the age of Indian kleptocracy between 1750
            and 1790. The Company’s later misfortunes in war, its imminent bankruptcy
            (threatening a financial crisis in London), and the need (as it seemed) to restrain the
            reckless adventurism of its men on the spot, drove home the necessity of some greater
            control by the government in Britain. The abuses of power, highlighted in Burke’s
            famous onslaught on the governor-general Warren Hastings,36 demanded administrative
            reform on the ground, not least to enable the Company government to collect more of its
            revenue. So London took command, in theory at least, of the Company’s
            ‘political’ side including the right to choose the governor-general. A new
            class of officials, now completely barred from commercial activity, and from which
            Indians and Eurasians were strictly excluded, was recruited to administer the districts
            the Company had conquered. The chronic anxiety after 1793 that France
            might lend critical help to the Company’s Indian enemies (Napoleon’s
            occupation of Egypt in 1798 appeared to signal this aim) completed the
            ‘rehabilitation’ of India from being seen as a lawless ‘Wild
            East’ threatening moral and financial contagion into an invaluable asset of
            empire. To a hard-pressed government in London, facing French domination of Europe, the
            Company’s army and navy became a vital resource. Its strategic thinking became
            global and Anglo-Indian – a habit that persisted until after the Second World War. For
            middle-class (and especially Scottish middle-class) opinion, administrative service in
            India became a respectable career opportunity. Commercially, the realization that
            India’s exports of opium to China would permit a colossal expansion of British
            trade in the East, now made it the pivot of what promised to be a zone of unparalleled
            promise. Ruling Indians directly and collecting the taxes that paid for that rule, had
            become an indispensable part of an emerging world-system that was managed from
            London.

        By the early nineteenth century, then, the
            British had begun to experiment with three different visions of empire – and three
            different versions. They had acquired a new empire of conquest, above all in India, for
            which a new ideology of enlightened reform and disinterested trusteeship was being
            gradually fashioned. It was based on the claim that British control brought a
            ‘rescue from chaos’, and offered escape from superstition, predation and
            violence towards the sunlit uplands of order. Its most brilliant exponent was the
            politician-historian Thomas Macaulay, who served a term as India’s highest legal
            official. With the start of the Company’s rule, he proclaimed, ‘commenced a
            great, a stupendous process – the reconstruction of a decomposed society’ wrecked
            by ‘all the evils of despotism and the evils of anarchy’.37 Its subtlest
            philosopher was the great liberal thinker John Stuart Mill, who defended Britain’s
            despotism in India as the only sure means of its social and cultural improvement.38 In stagnant
            or regressive societies, so the argument ran, progress required the injection of
            external energy, free from the incubus of local inertia. Much the same arguments
            justified the imposition of authoritarian rule in the numerous ‘little
            Indias’ acquired after 1790. Representative government on the old
            Atlantic model was unsuited to peoples without freeborn English traditions; if it was
            granted to the (usually) tiny minority of whites, they would abuse it and cause trouble.
            Better by far to preserve executive power in the hands of officials who would be
            answerable to London.

        An empire of enlightened officialdom,
            conscientiously serving ignorant colonial masses, was an extraordinary idea to have
            arisen in Britain where (unlike in France or Germany) there was no established tradition
            of bureaucratic authority. It coincided with the rise of the utilitarian philosophy
            associated with Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) which imagined the construction of an ideal
            society by the systematic application of the vital criterion: did a law or institution
            serve the greatest happiness of the greatest number. A corps of administrative experts,
            imbued with this principle, would be the agents of change. Bentham’s influence
            could be seen in the spate of administrative reform in Early Victorian Britain. But it
            really took root in the ‘civil service’ founded in India after c.
                1790.39
            Here it was mixed with, and was often at odds with, an older quasi-military tradition of
            aristocratic paternalism, whose outlook was far more conservative and mistrustful of
            blueprints for change. Nevertheless, utilitarianism was imprinted on the official
            ideology of British-ruled India (the annual reports of its government were titled
                The Moral and Material Progress of India) for much of the century. It
            surmounted the challenge of rejection and failure by indigenous peoples (the clear
            implication of the great Indian revolt of 1857) by insisting that the timescale of
            change was now infinitely long, that the need for enlightened outsiders was more obvious
            than ever, and that local intransigence made ‘robust’ methods necessary.40 In its
            somewhat gloomier Late Victorian version, much of this imperialist credo survived into
            the era of decolonization in the 1950s and 1960s.

        An empire administered by expatriate
            officials recruited in Britain and taught to command could not have been more different
            from the ‘first’ British empire against which Jefferson and his friends had
            raged in the 1770s. Yet that old semi-self-governing empire had not disappeared. It
            survived in Canada, and reappeared in the settler communities of Australia and New
            Zealand. In the 1830s and 1840s, it came under huge strain, worst of all in Quebec,
            where political friction was sharpened by religious and racial
            antipathy (see ch. 8). In British radical circles, a solution was framed: settlers
            should be granted ‘responsible government’, with executive power being
            transferred from the governor to a cabinet of elected politicians, on the Westminster
            model. By the late 1840s, this had been adopted pragmatically by the imperial government
            in London as the least-worst of outcomes, although it was still widely assumed that no
            halfway house between dependency and separation could last very long: the colonies would
            soon go their own way as the American colonies had once done. In fact, a new and
            remarkable vision of empire sprang up in the settler societies as well as at home. It
            celebrated what was seen as the unique British talent for the colonization of new lands
            and proclaimed its moral validity as contribution to progress. Settlers were not to be
            treated as rejects or ‘refuse’. Instead, it was important to cherish the
            connection, to see settler societies as parts of a new ‘Greater Britain’.
            ‘In 1866 and 1867 I followed England round the world,’ was how the radical
            politician Charles Dilke described his world tour.41 Settler societies, claimed the
            historian-publicist James Anthony Froude, recreated the lost yeoman virtues of a stable,
            agrarian England at a time when ‘old England’ was becoming raucous,
            industrial and decadent.42 In his hugely influential 1883 account of The Expansion of
                England (an enormous bestseller), John Robert Seeley, a Cambridge professor,
            portrayed the settlement countries as the natural extension of England. Twenty years
            later, Joseph Chamberlain launched his campaign for an imperial federation to hold them
            to Britain. Even those who rejected his political formula acknowledged that Greater
            Britain was Britain’s real empire. Most Australians, New Zealanders and
            English-speaking Canadians and South Africans took the same view. But the empire they
            imagined was an empire of partners and equals, not of dependents and subjects.

        For many Victorians, however, it was the
            third kind of empire that served Britain best and returned the largest moral dividend.
            Its outline was sketched in Adam Smith’s hymn to free trade, The Wealth of
                Nations (1776). In the ‘empire of free trade’ (not a term Smith
            used), rule was, or should be, redundant. Free commercial relations would allow the free
            passage of ideas. It was easy to think that complementary economies would become
            complementary cultures as well, and that the world’s richest,
            most complex and most diversified culture would export its institutions and values
            alongside its manufactures. ‘Not a bale of merchandise leaves our shores,’
            declared the great Victorian free trader Richard Cobden, ‘but it bears the seeds
            of intelligence and fruitful thought to the members of some less enlightened
            community … Our steamboats … and our miraculous railroads are the
            advertisements and vouchers of our enlightened institutions.’43 The force of commercial
            and cultural attraction would make Britain the centre of a great cooperative
            commonwealth, promising peace and prosperity to the British at home and their partners
            abroad. By contrast, so free traders believed, the empire of rule, on display in India,
            was wasteful and violent, a saga of futile belligerence as an obsolete aristocracy clung
            on to power.44 It was a seductive prospectus and far from absurd. The idea of free
            trade was closely allied with the idea of free labour and the attack on the slave trade
            and slavery. It was the ideological spearhead of British ‘soft power’. It
            encouraged the British to see themselves as liberators, opening up ‘closed’
            societies, and freeing their peoples to become producers and consumers. It was the key
            justification behind the onslaught on China in the first Opium War in 1839–42. But as
            that conflict revealed, Richard Cobden’s assumption that the ideal of free trade
            would win universal acceptance was too optimistic. To his political nemesis, Lord
            Palmerston, it was blindingly obvious that if free trade was resisted, the British
            should act to impose its acceptance in the interests of all – but especially themselves.
            ‘It may be true in one sense,’ he wrote with characteristic brio,
            ‘that Trade ought not to be enforced by Cannon Balls, but on the other hand Trade
            cannot flourish without security, and that security may often be unattainable without
            the Protection of physical force.’45

        That the empire of rule subserved the great
            cause of free trade was hard to dispute. After all, it was empire that wedged India open
            as the largest market for Lancashire and its vast output of textiles. Up to 1914,
            British opinion still regarded free trade as the vital ingredient of British prosperity.
            By that time, however, it was widely accepted that free trade was under general attack
            and that it would be hard for the British to defend their huge stake in a world now all
            but divided between five Western powers and the cadet power of Japan. In Kipling’s
            gloomy poem ‘Recessional’ (1897), a decaying Great Britain stared into the pit. A more sober pronouncement was that of Halford Mackinder, the
            influential geographer, half a dozen years later. The world had changed, said Mackinder.
            Command of the sea, which had made Britain great, was no longer the key to world power.
            Now it was railways that united vast spaces, resources and manpower. For the first time
            in history since the age of Columbus, the ‘heartland’ of Eurasia would be
            able to master the vast landmass of the world, and drive the sea power to the
                margins.46 Russia’s defeat by Japan in 1905 seemed to belie any imminent
            risk. But in 1918, when the German conquest of Russia briefly threatened a domination of
            Europe as complete as anything that Hitler was to strive for, Mackinder’s vision
            of a British empire at the end of its tether became, for a few months, frighteningly
            real. That vision recurred, in an even more nightmarish form, in June 1940.

        THE UNDERTOW OF DISSENT

        Jonathan Swift’s view of empire was
            characteristically unsparing:

        
            A crew of pirates are driven by a
                storm, they know not whither; at length a boy discovers land from the top-mast; they
                go on shore to rob and plunder; they see a harmless people, are entertained with
                kindness; they give the country a new name; they take formal possession of it for
                the king; they set up a rotten plank or a stone for a memorial; they murder two or
                three dozen of the natives, bring away a couple more by force for a sample, return
                home, and get their pardon. Here commences a new dominion, acquired with a title by
                divine right. Ships are sent … the natives driven out or destroyed; their
                princes tortured to discover their gold; a free licence given to all acts of
                inhumanity and lust; the earth reeking with the blood of its inhabitants: and this
                execrable crew of butchers employed in so pious an expedition is a modern colony
                sent to convert and civilize an idolatrous and barbarous people.47

        

        Of course, there had almost always been those
            who rejected imperial visions of wealth, power and prestige, and the moral flannel they
            were wrapped in. The violence involved in the colonization of America aroused moral
            unease, not least because the English had made much of the sadistic
            brutality of Spanish imperialism – the so-called ‘black legend’ – to justify
            their own ‘milder’ presence. The troubling realization that plantations – a
            harmless-sounding word – involved dispossession by force lay behind the anxiety to frame
            the best moral case. This anxiety persisted, partly because the moral case was always
            ambiguous at best, and was subject to constant subversion by unwelcome reports of
            colonial realities. It was fuelled by the chronic disputes over whether British
            expansion should absorb other peoples by conciliation and inclusion, or
                exclude them as the alien and unassimilable relics of an obsolete past; and
            whether inclusion required a long (?indefinite) period of subjection before equal status
            was safe. Missionaries (as we will see) were especially perplexed by this question. But
            they also believed that social degradation (by alcoholism and sexual exploitation) and
            violence were commonplace wherever the frontier of European expansion (and its predatory
            white men) lacked close control. The loss of aboriginal ‘innocence’,
            doubling and redoubling the task of Christian salvation, was the huge moral debt that
            empire incurred. Extreme moral discipline was required to redeem it.

        But for most of those who resisted the
            allure of an imperial future, the fate of the conquered was a secondary matter. Their
            mistrust was partly inspired by dislike for the British abroad. The British at home
            found it hard to shake off the suspicion that colonial wealth was ill-gotten gain. The
            nabobs and the West Indian planters were equally suspect. Respectable British opinion
            seethed at the thought of what the planters could do with the bodies (especially the
            female bodies) of their slaves.48 Such unrestrained licence, like that of
            the nabobs, meant moral corruption. When nabobs and planters came home, this corruption
            would spread like a virus. Indeed, it was precisely the danger that empire at home would
            distort or derail Britain’s domestic affairs that lay behind the most articulate
            criticism. Burke’s great polemic against nabob abuses in India exploited the fear
            that returning ‘East Indians’ would buy their way into Parliament and power.
            Richard Cobden’s attack on Britain’s Indian Raj turned on his claim that the
            aristocracy used this patronage empire to hang on to power. By sucking Britain into its
            futile wars of expansion and obsolete rivalry (in this case with Russia), said Cobden,
            India upset Europe’s peace and delayed the triumph of free trade and reform.49 His fellow
            radical Goldwin Smith, a professor at Oxford, warned that the strain of
            garrisoning India against a second Mutiny would force Britain into conscription and a
            great ‘standing army’, that universal anathema.50 In J. A.Hobson’s
                Imperialism: A Study (1902), the most eloquent tract against empire before
            1914, Cobden was updated by
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