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Preface

It is fi fty years since my engagement with the British empire and world 
history began, and so this volume is something of a celebration; it is also 
my swansong.

Whatever else historians may claim to do, they are likely to be stu-
dents of human nature. Indeed, for Hume, the chief value of history 
is discovery of the principles of human nature: ‘Human Nature is the 
only science of man.’1 Two aspects of this have long fascinated me: how 
people arrive at decisions, and how they manage sexuality. As fi elds of 
intellectual inquiry, these are not quite so disparate as they might seem, 
at least not if we view them as the twin axes around which much of active 
life revolves. Both can be observed playing out on the imperial stage at 
their most complex and contentious. Understanding the British empire 
needs – among other things, of course – engagement with the realities 
of government decision- making as it related to overseas territories, and 
scrutiny of sexualities expressed in the context of other communities and 
other traditions.

These two aspects of empire underpin many of the six themes which 
form the backbone of this set of essays: geopolitical and economic 
dynamics, religion, bureaucracy, individual agency, sexuality, and his-
toriography. Each of these contributes, I believe, to a better apprecia-
tion of the nature of the imperial system. The book cannot, however, 
be a comprehensive guide to the understanding of the British empire, 
which would be a presumptuous undertaking indeed, now that historical 
approaches to it are so riven with methodological diversity. It is not an 
advice manual, more of an academic confection. Nor – with one excep-
tion (chapter 4) – does it engage much with other historians’ theories. 
Not that I have anything against the intussusception of new ideas or 
fresh approaches. But theories and methodological fashions come and 
go. When the excitement about post- colonial studies has died down, it 
should be possible to re- examine the enduring and elemental bedrock laid 
down by ‘old’ imperial history. As Jonathan Clark writes: ‘A new pattern 
is beginning to emerge which will soon demand a reconsideration of the 
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nature of imperialism and identity . . . ideas, policy and religion will take 
the place of post- modernism’s weakness for symbol and ceremony, and 
allow us to answer the harder historical questions of when and why.’ 
This, he suggests, can only come about when we free ourselves from the 
preoccupation with history’s ‘present- day function’.2

To this it might be added that history also needs to be freed from the 
pitfalls of any abstract theorising which is not grounded in a basic under-
standing of the way the world works, human beings behave, and govern-
ments think. So let us immerse ourselves in the study of the tendencies 
of human nature, the operation of governments, the motives of rulers, 
the predicaments of the governed, the reasonings of politicians, and the 
techniques of bureaucrats. Let us contemplate the diversity of interests 
and the complexities of policies, as well as the mechanisms of change, 
the circuits of continuity, the wiring of interaction and response. Let us 
register the signifi cance of what people thought at the time; and let us 
relish the explanatory power of taking broad and protean perspectives.

One of the themes in this book deals with imperial historians. I suggest 
that we should know something of their background and assumptions. 
Perhaps, therefore, I may be allowed to explain where I am ‘coming 
from’. Why is it, as a survivor from the late imperial age, that I do not feel 
myself to be a child of empire – still less to be ‘saturated with imperial-
ism’, which post- colonial historians claim should have been the case?

My upbringing was, I think, fairly typical of the ‘popular culture’ 
which ‘popular imperialism’ is said to have sustained. I come from a 
family of lower- middle class shop- keepers.3 I can be classifi ed as an 
archetypal post- war ‘scholarship boy’, attending a small suburban 
grammar school, from 1947 to 1954, where there was nothing imperial 
to be seen or heard. (We did once consider a topic from Kipling in our 
lively and popular debating society, but it was only whether we preferred 
‘fl annelled fools to muddied oafs’.) The colonies did not surface in 
the history syllabus after 1776. I doubt if any of us could have named 
an ‘empire’ fi gure, apart from Don Bradman, the Australian cricketer 
knighted in 1949, and Gandhi, famous for his skeletal appearance (one 
especially gaunt and bony boy was nicknamed ‘Gandhi’). If you had 
asked us about the Empire, we would have assumed you meant the 
Chiswick Empire, a music hall two miles down the road. Henty and 
Haggard passed me by – I read about Sherlock Holmes and Biggles. If I 
was ‘saturated’ in anything it was monarchy not empire. I was taken to 
Ludgate Hill to see the victory procession to St Paul’s Cathedral in 1945; 
and I stood on the Embankment (with 30,000 other schoolchildren, 
chosen by ballot) for the coronation procession in 1953; on both occa-
sions the whole point was to see the king or queen, and there was little 
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to help us make sense of all those colourful marching contingents; they 
were essentially royal not imperial occasions.4 In its wisdom, Middlesex 
County Council commemorated the coronation by presenting each of 
its grammar school boys with a handsomely bound copy of Hardy’s Tess 
of the d’Urbervilles – not exactly overfl owing with imperial resonances, 
though Brazil is mentioned.

Apart from the coronation, the great events of my schooldays were 
the end of the war, the London Olympic Games of 1948 (no colonial 
athlete caught the imagination like Emil Zatopek of Czechoslovakia 
or Fanny Blankers- Koen of Holland), the Festival of Britain in 1951, 
and the much- lamented death of King George VI in the following year. 
The Festival of Britain, by the way, was purely a celebration of domes-
tic achievements, the organisers displaying an invincible (and surely 
realistic) determination to ignore the empire. Apart from a neighbour 
who grumbled occasionally about the Labour government’s groundnuts 
scheme, such exposure as I had to the empire came solely from the 
newsreels which formed an integral part of every cinema performance 
– brief but grim presentations of upheavals like the Malayan emergency 
and Mau Mau in Kenya, faraway countries of which we knew nothing, 
except that ‘our brave soldiers and people’ were there, exposed to 
danger. Between 1950 and 1956 I saw 133 fi lms – a demotic sampling, 
some old, some new, but barely a handful with imperial settings, and 
these easily outnumbered by Westerns.5

National Service with the Royal Air Force, from 1954 to 1956, pro-
vided no enlightenment about British imperial responsibilities, not even 
why we might be posted to hot- spots like Cyprus or Aden, fortunately 
not my fate. It was only when I was taught as an undergraduate by 
‘Robbie’ Robinson that I became interested in, or even properly aware 
of, the empire. This was in my fi nals year, 1959.

For most of my working life I have been essentially an ‘archival’ his-
torian, with the bulk of my research taking place on government fi les 
in the old Public Record Offi ce, now The National Archives at Kew. 
I spent twelve years with the prestigious British Documents on the End 
of Empire Project after it was launched in 1987. However, since I also 
had students to teach and to stimulate, my intellectual horizons moved 
beyond offi cial fi les and embraced wider themes, especially the cultural 
aspects of empire. By the 1970s I was becoming convinced that sexual-
ity ought to be an accepted subject of academic inquiry. I had always 
lectured as much as I could on the problems of race, and my ‘turn to 
sexuality’ seemed to be a good way of thinking about ‘otherness’ and the 
unexpected outcomes of interaction between Europeans and indigenous 
peoples.6
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In accordance, then, with what has been for me a varied pattern of his-
torical activity, several of these essays examine metropolitan motivation 
and decision- making, for example by the post- war Labour government, 
and the outlook of famous men, such as Churchill and Smuts. Not all 
of the chapters are about ‘high politics’, however. Some of the central 
ones focus upon people hardly known to history at all. These include 
an eighteenth- century preacher (Dr Peter Peckard), a twentieth- century 
Indian Army offi cer (Captain Kenneth Searight), a middle- ranking 
Colonial Offi ce offi cial (John Bennett), and a lowly, lecherous member 
of the Colonial Service in Kenya (Hubert Silberrad). The case- studies 
of individuals are used to illuminate larger problems, from the abolition 
of the slave trade to the ‘offi cial mind’ and the ‘end of empire’, as well 
as masculinity and sexual promiscuity. In a similar spirit, the historio-
graphical chapters deal with research students as well as Robinson and 
Gallagher and other leading historians. Some chapters consider how 
economic interests fi t into the larger scheme of things, how the interlock-
ing of global and local situations shaped the partition of Africa, and how 
engagement with ‘other’ peoples not only affected missionary enterprise, 
but also infl uenced the doctrines of trusteeship, and even perceptions of 
the male body.

This is not a conventional volume of ‘collected essays’. It is not even 
a representative selection of my papers. Several of what I might regard 
as my ‘core’ publications are omitted, either because they have not 
stood the test of time well (or at least have served their purpose, such 
as 1960s or 1970s review articles), or because they have already been 
absorbed into book form.7 Half of the eighteen essays are newly written 
or heavily revised. The result, I hope, manages to span a diverse group of 
subjects, combining traditional documentary history with at least some 
of the newer types of cultural exploration, within the covers of a single-
 authored book, in an integrated way not perhaps often attempted.

All the drafts of the new and revised essays have been read by a 
number of friends and colleagues, and I have been happy to draw on 
their good sense and unrivalled knowledge. The long introduction – a 
refl ective commentary attempting to pull the collection together – has 
benefi ted from the scrutiny of two of my most loyal associates, Roger 
Louis (with whom I edited BDEEP documents on decolonisation) and 
Ged Martin (my former pupil, and later collaborator on a previous book 
of essays about the empire).8 Roger also commented on the last two 
chapters about imperial historians, while both he and Ged made helpful 
suggestions about my account of John Bennett. Tim Harper, Peter 
Hennessy, Ashley Jackson, and Tom Licence kindly gave me their reac-
tions to other sections. But above all, I am hugely indebted to another 
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of my distinguished former students, Piers Brendon. The shaping of this 
entire project owes an enormous amount to his guidance, criticism, and 
enthusiasm, and to his generosity in providing congenial lunches. Piers 
has read every word, and suggested many improvements, though I’m 
afraid he will disapprove of my unwillingness to purge every last conces-
sion to contemporary jargon. Finally, once again I acknowledge grate-
fully the support of Andrew Brown and Michael Watson at Cambridge 
University Press – to say nothing of their exceptionally helpful expert 
anonymous readers.

RH
Magdalene College

Notes

1. David Hume, A treatise of human nature (1739, 1888 edn), book I, pt IV, 
section vii (p. 273).

2. Jonathan Clarke, review of T. Claydon, Europe and the making of England, 
1660–1760, in Times Literary Supplement, no. 5489 (13 June 2008), p. 7.

3. In other words, that class of people which Sir John Seeley, fi rst among 
imperial historians, described as sunk in ‘dead- level, insipid, barren, abject, 
shop- keeping life’, and to whom university education should be brought with 
missionary zeal: J.R. Seeley, A Midland university: an address (Birmingham, 
1887), p. 16.

4. The coronation was a public holiday and took up all day for many people. 
I got up at 5.15 a.m., to catch the train to Waterloo, and later watched televi-
sion replays at my great- uncle’s until 11 p.m. (incidentally the fi rst time I had 
seen TV) – my diary entry for the day ends, ‘So I was thoroughly soaked in 
the Coronation.’

5. Since the evidence for all this comes from my teenage diaries, unpublished, 
the best I can offer by way of verifi cation is the two- volume memoir of 
the 1940s and 1950s by my contemporary Tony Betts, who lived a few 
hundred yards away from me and went to the same schools (though we 
were not friends): Wassa matter mate, somebody ’itchyer? A suburban child-
hood (Brighton, 2001), and The key of the door: rhythm and romance in a post-
 war London adolescence (Wimborne, 2006). By its absence he does, I think, 
confi rm my assertion that the empire had no meaning for lower- middle class 
suburban families like ours. (See more on this, p. 16 below.)

6. It is even possible that, if I am remembered at all, it will be as a ‘pioneer-
ing and contentious’ historian of sex: see Stephen Howe’s description of 
my Empire and sexuality: the British experience (1990, 1991, 1998) in Sarah 
Stockwell, ed., The British empire: themes and perspectives (2008), ch. 7, 
‘Empire and ideology’, p. 174, n. 37. It simply is not true that it took Edward 
Said to ‘reorient studies of empire towards cultural encounters, loosening 
the vice- like grip of Robinson and Gallagher (and their students) over the 
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study of the imperial past’ (Tony Ballantyne, writing in the same volume, 
p. 178). The development of the cultural dimension owes more to James 
(Jan) Morris than it does to Said: Pax Britannica: the climax of an empire 
(1968) was an inspiring landmark for many of us, published ten years before 
Said’s Orientalism, which itself appeared two years after my Britain’s imperial 
century (1st edn, 1976), with its emphasis on many cultural themes, such as 
sport and social life, masculinity and medical praxis, missions, freemasonry, 
and scouting, as well as sex and race relations.

7. In particular, the articles on Anglo- South African relations are now embed-
ded in my joint book with Peter Henshaw, The lion and the springbok: Britain 
and South Africa since the Boer War (Cambridge, 2003).

8. Reappraisals in British imperial history (1975).
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 1

 Introduction: perspectives, policies, 
and people

At the beginning of the fi fth century, St Augustine, bishop of Hippo, 
contemplated from his North African home the still- vast domains of the 
Roman empire. He debated the question of whether it was fi tting for good 
men to rejoice at the expansion of empires over less civilised peoples. He 
concluded that extending rulership over subjugated nations might seem 
to bad men felicity, but good men could accept it as a necessity. Many 
generations since have asked the same question as Augustine, when they 
encountered empires of all kinds, from theocracies to thalassocracies. 
Some have been called benefi cent, designated with the honorifi c ‘Pax’. 
Some have been called evil. All of them have excited controversy and 
continue to do so. The British empire is no exception. None, however, 
rivalled it for complexity and geographical spread. Those who ran it 
fi rmly believed in its fundamental Augustinian necessity. Their sense of 
duty perhaps blinded them to an inherent infelicity.1

To understand this complicated and ambivalent British enterprise is a 
challenge, but a rewarding one. Writing about British overseas experience 
has been opened up fruitfully in several directions in the past fi fty years. 
Fresh perspectives have come from the concept of ‘informal empire’, and 
from different disciplines, such as global and comparative history,2 from 
anthropology and ‘history- from- below’, and from various manifestations 
of cultural history, such as sport, masculinity, and women’s history. 
‘Wider still and wider, shall thy bounds be set’ may be an undesirable 
motto for an empire, but it is a good one for imperial history.

All empires occupy simultaneously two different kinds of space: the 
world stage – alongside and sometimes in geopolitical competition with 
other empires – and alien localities over which some degree of rulership 
is established. They may also occupy a third arena, the historical imagi-
nation, as the Roman empire did for the British. Globally, wars were 
fought between imperial powers: Britain against France and Spain in the 
eighteenth century, through to Britain against Germany in East Africa, 
and against Japan in South- East Asia in the twentieth. International com-
petition helped to drive forward imperial boundaries on the  North- West 
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Frontier of India and in the partitions of Africa and the Pacifi c. For these 
reasons, a global context for the empire is called for. At the same time, 
dynamic situations in the localities need to be examined, as European 
‘bridgeheads’ in overseas territories were enlarged. Once begun, the 
process of interaction between European and non- Western societies 
never stopped. The empire cannot therefore be properly understood 
without moving beyond the metropolis and into the periphery.

Within the arena of the historical imagination, Rome was the obvious 
comparison for the classically educated British ruling elite to make. 
Many administrators had visited the Eternal City and read Gibbon on 
Decline and fall. Commentators like James Bryce, Lord Cromer, and the 
Colonial Offi ce senior offi cial Sir Charles Lucas, explored comparisons 
between the Roman and the British empires. ‘In spite of the obvious 
dangers’, wrote Lord Cromer, ‘and making allowances for differences, 
the history of Imperial Rome can never cease to be of more than aca-
demic interest to the statesmen and politicians of Imperial England.’ 
Rome, he added, ‘bequeathed to us much that is of inestimable value, 
both in the way of precept and example’, such as the preference for 
allowing diversity over imposed uniformity.3 However, perhaps the most 
infl uential writer on the Roman theme was Robert Baden- Powell. ‘B- P’ 
originally conceived of the Scout movement as a means of preserving the 
British empire against the fate of the Roman empire. The same causes 
of decay were, he believed, at work: ‘the decline of good citizenship . . . 
the growth of luxury and idleness’. British boys must not be disgraced 
like the young Romans of old who lost the empire of their forefathers 
by neglecting their ‘bodily strength’, becoming ‘wishy- washy slackers 
without any go or patriotism in them’.4

When it came to the contemporary context, the United States of 
America was the overshadowing reality. The Americans were the fi rst 
breakaway colonials, and ever thereafter, right through to the emergence 
of the USA as the sole superpower, what the Americans did challenged, 
fascinated, and dogged the British. In the nineteenth century it was a 
continuing necessity to contain or accommodate to the rival expansion 
emerging across the Atlantic. In the twentieth century it was a question 
of staying on the right side of an ever- more ascendant America – ‘a state 
twenty- fi ve times as large, fi ve times as wealthy, three times as prosper-
ous, twice as ambitious’ as Britain.5 Preserving the most cordial rela-
tions with ‘our kinsmen’, said Joseph Chamberlain in 1897, was ‘almost 
a religion’.6 But how to tell if the so- called ‘special relationship’ was 
genuinely reciprocal? And how serious was the long- term threat of the 
‘Americanisation of the world’? One answer was provided by the com-
forting illusion that the USA was still in some sense within the British 
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orbit, fusing its immigrants ‘into an English mould’. ‘Greater Britain’, 
declared Sir Charles Dilke in 1868, included ‘our Magna Graecia of the 
United States’, which could offer the ‘English race the moral dictator-
ship of the globe’.7 Cecil Rhodes as a young man hoped for the recovery 
of the USA as an integral part of the British empire, and made it his 
ambition to roll the Anglo- Saxon race into one empire. (This is why 
his scheme for Rhodes Scholars reserved scholarships for Americans.) 
In similar vein, Kipling urged the Americans in 1898 to ‘take up the 
white man’s burden’; while, after 1945, there were offi cials who hoped 
to ‘educate the Americans’ for the role of propping up the British empire 
‘in the interests of American security’ (see p. 276 below). If the ‘special 
relationship’ failed to fulfi l the more euphoric expectations, it remains 
the case that alignment with the USA has been, for good or ill, the most 
remarkable British geopolitical achievement of the twentieth century.

Sir John Seeley (Regius professor of modern history at Cambridge, 
1869 to 1895), described the loss of the American colonies as an event 
‘pregnant with infi nite consequences’. It had left behind permanent 
doubts, misgivings, and despair. But mutual infl uence and close contact 
remained, and ‘the whole future of the planet depends on it’.8 Certainly 
there were enduring lessons to be learned. The evolution of colonial 
responsible self- government was a long- term constitutional effect of the 
American Revolution. Above all there was a visceral determination never 
again to go through the psychological nightmare of fi ghting ‘kith and kin’. 
Between the 1920s and the 1960s this had major implications for dealing 
with recalcitrant settler groups in Kenya and Rhodesia, who could not 
be brought into line by force, whether gunboats, or what Harold Wilson 
called ‘a thunderbolt’. Nevertheless, historians still broadly accept that 
there is a legitimate division into ‘fi rst’ and ‘second’ empires at around 
1781, despite reservations about continuities of motive and method. 
There clearly was a fundamentally different ‘feel’ to an integrated trans-
atlantic empire with thirteen American colonies and one without them. 
Accordingly, few modern histories deal with both the ‘fi rst’ and ‘second’ 
empires together. The emphasis here is on the latter.

Perhaps surprisingly, until very recently British observers seldom 
developed comparisons between the American empire after 1898 and 
their own. The Philippines were simply too far away to attract any inter-
est in Britain. Even Attlee in 1945 did not know exactly where they were, 
and mispronounced ‘Filipino’.9 What was true of British ignorance of the 
American empire was little different elsewhere. British administrators 
were not really interested in how other empires were run, and certainly 
did not think there might be useful guidance in making comparisons. 
(Kenneth Robinson, developing an expertise in the Colonial Offi ce, 
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1936 to 1948, on the French colonial empire, seems to be the exception 
which proves the rule.) Before the 1940s there was little English histori-
cal writing about the Spanish and Portuguese empires. What the Dutch 
did in Indonesia was essentially out of view until the Second World War. 
The German empire was short- lived and had a bad reputation after the 
suppression of the Maji- Maji and Herero revolts. Tanganyika, however, 
had been Germany’s ‘jewel in the crown’. Before 1914, in railway devel-
opment, mapping, the promotion of sisal, rubber, and cotton growing, 
and in agricultural research, the Germans in Tanganyika were far ahead 
of the British in Kenya.10 The Belgians seemed tainted by association 
after King Leopold’s ‘red rubber’ scandal in the Congo, which British 
investigators did so much to publicise. The Russian empire was a spe-
cialist interest for nervous Indian experts like Lord Curzon, although 
‘the Great Game’ came before a wider public in Kipling’s great novel 
Kim (1901).

Only the French and British in the New Hebrides Condominium 
and in Africa as imperial near neighbours had much awareness of each 
other. There were differences of approach. M. Sarraut addressed the 
African Society in 1933, suggesting that the British had an ‘excess of 
scepticism’, whereas the French had ‘an excess of faith’ about the pos-
sibility of improving the lives of Africans. ‘You build day by day on what 
already exists. We dream of new and rectilinear architecture. You listen 
especially to the prudent but rather cold counsel of experience. We warm 
our action to the fl ame of apostleship.’11 In other words, the French took 
a more constructionalist approach. The French policy of ‘assimilation’ 
included the fi ction by which colonies were regarded as parts of France. 
Chiefs became more obviously agents of the central government in a way 
they were not under the British system of ‘Indirect Rule’. The French 
mission civilisatrice meant there was no teaching in the vernacular as in 
British colonies. But while the French made it possible for privileged 
individuals to ‘evolve’ into culturally recognised black Frenchmen, 
few succeeded and this was not the goal for most indigènes.12 After the 
Second World War there was a brief attempt by offi cials of the two 
 countries to co- operate on a number of development policies for Africa, 
but the experiment was not a success.

As far as the indigenous peoples were concerned, the main difference 
between the European rulers was felt in terms of which foreign language 
they had to speak. French policy may have produced a more uniform 
nationalist elite than the British, but this did not give them much 
advantage in achieving independence. Decolonisation occurred in both 
empires at roughly the same time.

The methodological attempt to move beyond preoccupation with 
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elites and colonial administrators and government fi les is especially 
associated with Indian ‘subaltern studies’ led by Ranajit Guha. The fi rst 
of these appeared in 1982. The term is derived from Antonio Gramsci, 
and paradoxically it takes its name from the designation for junior army 
offi cers. ‘Subaltern studies’ aims to describe the history of ordinary folk 
in indigenous society, and to study them not as excluded categories or 
passive victims, but as ‘the subject in their own history’.13 But ‘history-
 from- below’, even in 1982, was nothing new, and if one looks for a 
foundational text it is probably E.P. Thompson’s Making of the English 
working class (1963), which famously sought to rescue ordinary men and 
women from ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’.14 However, 
fi ve years even before that, there was a landmark publication in the 
empire fi eld: George Shepperson and Thomas Price’s book about the 
Chilembwe uprising in Malawi, Independent African. Shepperson was 
also alive to its international links, with his studies of black American 
infl uences on African nationalism.15 Imperial historians interested in 
Africa were now beginning to try to recover an African voice and agency. 
R.E. Robinson’s essays on ‘non- European foundations’ and ‘indigenous 
reactions’ fi rmly shifted the emphasis to the study of European rule as 
it interacted with local societies, which retained a surprising ability to 
infl uence the terms of engagement. For Robinson, ‘the possibilities of 
imperial dominion were calculated in terms of indigenous collaboration 
and resistance’. Older Eurocentric theories were founded on ‘a grand 
illusion’: ‘Any new theory must recognise that imperialism was as much 
a function of its victims’ collaboration or non- collaboration – of their 
indigenous politics – as it was of European expansion.’16

The concept of ‘the Other’ has been one of the more unavoidable his-
torical tropes to establish itself in recent years. ‘Othering’, at its simplest, 
is the attempt to understand the actions and thought- worlds of commu-
nities perceived as culturally alien, often by comparing them with a sup-
posed ‘norm’. In a sense this is what anthropologists have always done. 
But there is a twist. As now understood, ‘the Other’ stands in apposition 
to Self. ‘Othering’ has tended to develop into a ‘process by which a group 
of people establishing a sense of their own identity creates a hostile image 
of a second group which embodies all the characteristics and features the 
fi rst group most dislikes and fears’.17 This is not unlike what psychoana-
lysts call ‘projection’, and it certainly has pathological implications, since 
this kind of self- evaluation leads to gratuitous denigration of others. 
The ‘othering’ of indigenous peoples, within the framework of colonial 
relationships, became in the nineteenth century an inherent function of 
empire- building. It lies at the root of much of the racial prejudice asso-
ciated with empires. It hardly needs to be said that inability to see the 
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Other as human is a recipe for disaster. Or that states trying to impose 
their will on cultures of which they are ignorant can be dangerous.

Inaccurate Western stereotypes spoke of ‘inscrutable orientals’ and 
‘naked savages’ as fanatics and fatalists, as vicious and libidinous. It was 
not simply a one- way process. For their part, Africans and Asians might 
see a threatening ‘otherness’ in Europeans. Until well into the twentieth 
century, Chinese peasant mothers would shield their babies from the for-
eigner’s unlucky gaze, particularly that of the British ‘red [hair] devils’. 
For many societies, the whites might be irreligious (infi del and unclean), 
vulgar, and materialistic barbarians, and their priests might be feared as 
cannibals or vampires (see p. 203 at n. 24). One of the early chaplains in 
India, Frederick Swartz, was berated by an Indian in Tanjore: ‘Christian 
religion! Devil religion! Christian much drink, much do wrong, much 
beat, much abuse others’; and when Swartz warned a trainee dancing-
 girl that no bad person went to heaven, she retorted, ‘Alas, sir, in that 
case hardly any European will ever enter it.’18

Towards the end of the eighteenth century there was a serious attempt 
by Warren Hastings as governor- general in India, and those British schol-
ars he encouraged, to understand Indian culture. Sir Charles Wilkins 
translated one- third of the Mahabharata, the longest epic poem in the 
world, starting with the famous Bhagavad Gita in 1785. This was the fi rst 
major translation of Hindu Sanskrit into a European language. Wilkins 
thus opened up the path to modern Indology. In Calcutta in 1784 Sir 
William Jones, jurist and philologist, founded the Asiatick Society of 
Bengal to encourage enquiry into the history, arts, sciences, and literature 
of Asia. Two years later he disconcertingly proposed that Greek and Latin 
may have descended from Sanskrit, which he eulogised as ‘more perfect 
than the Greek, more copious than the Latin’. In 1789 he published a 
translation of Shakuntala, a play by the Indian dramatist Kalidasa, derived 
from the Mahabharata. Jones was a polymath with a pathbreaking output 
on many aspects of Indian civilisation. What he achieved shows that ‘the 
production of colonial knowledge could involve Western enquirer and 
Eastern informant in a dialogue characterised by reciprocity, pluralism 
and equality’.19 In Germany the Romantic enthusiasm for the culture of 
the East was if anything even more pronounced; nevertheless, this group 
of Britishers brought ‘unexpected gifts of  knowledge and sensibility . . . 
from the periphery in the eighteenth century’.20

For all foreigners, China was unquestionably alien. To the Victorians 
it was a chaotic, baffl ing, and annoying society with an unyielding eth-
nocentricism. It had not always been seen like that. The pundits of the 
European Enlightenment idealised China in the eighteenth century as 
a model stable polity governed by reason, a Pax Sinica. Voltaire’s Essai 
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sur les moeurs (begun in 1740) actually started off with China, and in 
an admiring way. He praised Confucianism for its rationalistic ethics 
and freedom from priestly mystifi cations. But the assessment of China 
radically changed from the 1790s, as contact became closer (and realities 
emerged), and as Europe itself, and Britain especially, entered a period 
of unprecedented change. What had once been admired as stability was 
now derided as stagnation.21 Two entirely different worlds began to 
confront one another: one dedicated to openness, innovation, and free 
exchange of goods; the other closed, introspective, cursing change and 
interchange, rejecting novelty – and both of them, proud and ethnocen-
tric. For the Chinese what was codifi ed could not be changed. Rituals 
established long ago, and once and for all, were the very foundation of 
civilisation. Alteration meant tampering with the written characters of 
the language, which was an assault on reality itself. What might displease 
the ancestors was interdicted, for ancestor- worship sanctifi ed an unas-
sailable paternal perfection. The tenets of Confucianism legitimised both 
imperial rule at Peking (Beijing) and family patriarchy in the village. It 
was not that China was inert, but it was mired in inertia, both personal 
and institutional. And so the Ch’ing (Qing) government rebuffed British 
embassies seeking freedom of trade, in 1792–4 (led by Lord Macartney), 
and again in 1816 (led by Lord Amherst), and in 1834 (led by Lord 
Napier). In the loftily dismissive words of the edict of Emperor Ch’ien-
 lung (Qianlong), ‘The Celestial Empire . . . does not value rare and pre-
cious things or ingenious articles, nor do we have the slightest need of 
your country’s manufactures.’ The residence of a Western representative 
at court was not allowed by protocol, and would be of ‘no advantage to 
your country’. It required two wars to open China to British trade, in 
1839–42 and 1856–60. Only from the 1860s did a change of Chinese 
attitudes slowly unfold.22

Despite frustration with the Chinese, a handful of Britishers made 
great efforts to understand them. None was more remarkable than 
Isabella Bishop, who, after a visit to Canton in 1878–9, in the mid-
 1890s made an astonishing journey to Korea and Chinese Manchuria, 
immediately followed by an exuberant plunge into the Yangtse Valley, 
through Szechwan (Sichuan) to the Tibetan border, travelling alone by 
horse, sedan- chair, and boat across eight thousand miles, an epic ‘long 
march’ hardly equalled by Mao Tse- tung himself in 1934–5. For all the 
faults and mysteriousness of the Chinese, she believed ‘their tenacity, 
resourcefulness . . . and respect for law and literature place [them] in the 
van of Asian nations’.23 Another who understood the potential of China 
was Sir Robert Hart, who ran the Customs from 1868 to 1907: ‘If China 
will only do the right thing, she will be in a century the most powerful 
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empire on earth – the least aggressive – the most tolerant – and the great-
est patron of learning’ (1900).24 Towering above all Sinologists is the 
enigmatic fi gure of Joseph Needham, CH, FRS, FBA, initiating author 
of the hyper- massive Science and civilization in China, fi rst conceived in 
the 1940s when he was a cultural attaché in China. Needham was a bio-
chemist of repute, who began learning Chinese in about 1937. He came 
to think of himself as above all ‘an honorary Taoist’, but without relin-
quishing his commitments to Morris- dancing, high- church Anglicanism 
(he was a lay reader), and a Marxism which welcomed the Chinese com-
munist revolution. As a vocal critic of ‘Western imperialism and cultural 
arrogance’, he advocated a dialogue of civilisations.25

Needham was of course highly exceptional in his wide- ranging intel-
ligence and sympathies. Outsiders are usually best qualifi ed to under-
stand societies relatively like their own and to penetrate their myths and 
realities. Consider, for example, the astonishing insight which three 
Frenchmen attained into the working of democracies in other coun-
tries: Alexis de Tocqueville for America (1835), André Siegfried for 
New Zealand (1914), and Elie Halévy for England (1912–32). It was, 
however, an Englishman, J.E.C. Bodley (in his book France, 1907), 
who saw the French better than they could see themselves. Or consider 
how much American historians have contributed to British imperial 
and naval history (L.H. Gipson, A.J. Marder, and others), not least 
in our own day, the Texas- based historian (via Harvard, Oxford, and 
Yale) Wm. Roger Louis. But the more unlike our own societies other 
countries are, the harder it is to fathom them. Even European offshoot 
societies within the so- called ‘British world’ can seem obtuse. Looking 
for similarities can help. South Africa’s Afrikaner apartheid regime, for 
example, showed parallels with ancient Sparta holding down the helots, 
or Prussia confronting the Slavs, or Israel the Palestinian Arabs; all 
four are examples of communities feeling themselves to be superior to, 
but threatened by, a numerically larger, alien population, an Other. In 
each case the dominant minority developed authoritarian, intransigent, 
and militaristic attitudes and strategies. It is, however, much harder 
for Westerners to enter into the mentalities of pre- literate peoples, or 
those, like the Chinese, whose structures of thought are sophisticated 
but radically different. Nevertheless, we have to get beyond the intel-
lectual barriers and the simplistic clichés (‘the Confucian ethic’, ‘fanati-
cal Islam’, ‘unchanging Africa’). Like Needham we have to recognise 
that Western philosophies and systems are not the only valid way of 
summing up the whole of human experience and wisdom. As the great 
literary theorist and Sinophil I.A. Richards came to realise in China in 
the early 1930s:
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This is how we all think – to us the Western world is still the World; but an 
impartial observer would perhaps say that such provincialism is dangerous. And 
we are not yet so happy in the West that we can be sure that we are not suffering 
from its effects . . . For with the increasing pressure of world contacts we do piti-
ably need to understand on a scale we have never envisaged before.26

Accordingly, we cannot be content to look in upon other cultures from 
the outside, but must draw upon imaginative and empathetic resources 
to understand them from within, looking outward.27

What does it mean, for instance, to study Africa ‘from within’, looking 
outward? The historian tries to comprehend the implications of living in 
small- scale, pre- literate, polygynous, and perhaps ‘stateless’ communi-
ties (where horizontal age- mate structures hold things together, rather 
than any vertical hierarchies). These may be societies with sophisticated 
notions of honour and family duty (expressed in kinship obligations, and 
in subtle distinctions between ‘mother’s brother’ and ‘father’s brother’, 
instead of a crude blanket term like ‘uncle’). Traditional African mar-
riage was a contract between kin- groups rather than between roman-
tically involved individuals, and pastoral peoples thought in terms of 
‘wives and other cattle’.28 Incalculable importance has been attached to 
the possession of cattle for social, ritual, political, and aesthetic reasons. 
Cattle are a measure of status, a means of mediation with ancestor spirits, 
and a necessity for ratifying marriage. Amongst many African peoples, 
too, land has been traditionally viewed as a commodity to be enjoyed in 
common, which, no more than the air we breathe, could be regarded as 
unilaterally alienable private property. Dead ancestors had rights in it, 
and although chiefs might convey rights of use and obligations of respon-
sibility to individuals, this was still miles away from Western ideas of 
property rights. Only with such considerations in mind can we register 
the full signifi cance for Africans of the alienation of land to Europeans, 
or the 1890s rinderpest epidemics. In the twentieth century, too, this 
‘thought- world’ explains their alarm about land- apportionment and 
rehabilitation schemes, or veterinary embargoes or government destock-
ing programmes. Furthermore, most African societies were not ‘static’. 
The readiness with which they could adopt innovation was striking. To 
give just one example: guns sometimes became new symbols of mascu-
linity so completely for Africans that European attempts to disarm them 
were greatly resented, as was the case for the Basotho, or the Yao of 
Nyasaland, who protested ‘we are now as children’.

Important as it is to see them ‘from within’, the history of other socie-
ties can also be illuminated by instructive parallels with European ones. 
In terms of purely military innovation and growing megalomania, Shaka 
Zulu between 1818 and 1828 can bear comparison with Alexander the 
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Great in the fourth century BC. The preoccupations of African leaders or 
Chinese scholar- offi cials in the nineteenth century were similar to those 
of their sixteenth-  and seventeenth- century European counterparts, and 
in some respects to those of their contemporary counterparts too. The 
gradual resolution of tensions between centre and periphery, as consoli-
dating and unitary state- building processes advanced (or receded), the 
reduction (or growth) of regional autonomies and provincial resistance, 
all formed part and parcel of the history of every major country in the 
world, of Mughal India and Maoist China as well as medieval France 
and modern Germany. What Julius Caesar did for the Roman Republic, 
what Henry II did for the Angevin empire, what the early Tudors did for 
England, was to rescue states from overmighty subjects, lack of govern-
ance and bureaucratic breakdown, local warlords, and internecine con-
fl icts within ruling elites. They then reconstituted popular allegiance and 
administrative machinery. Understanding this makes it easier to measure 
the achievement of Moshoeshoe in re- creating and holding together 
nineteenth- century Lesotho, or Mao Tse- tung in the 1930s and 1940s 
imposing some sort of central control (however nasty) on the amorphous 
chaos of China. In these circumstances government becomes of neces-
sity a personal tour de force.29

Moreover, the ways in which more impersonal bureaucracies emerge 
are not totally dissimilar in Tudor England and in late eighteenth- century 
Asante in the Gold Coast.30 Techniques of warding off external attack 
show similarities throughout the world. Sparta in sixth- century Greece 
avoided fi ghting in much the same way as Dahomey in nineteenth-
 century West Africa, both achieving immunity from attack for long 
periods through manipulating a range of propaganda weapons which 
cumulatively created an impression of terrifying invincibility. While 
Sparta manipulated the Delphic Oracle, Dahomey contrived to frighten 
off Europeans by deliberately exaggerating the extent of its ‘cannibal-
ism’. The Maori, however, rather foolishly let it be known that European 
fl esh was not sweet enough for their taste.31 Conspicuous largesse and 
hospitality as the test of rank and the most admired virtue among leading 
squires and nobles in sixteenth-  and early seventeenth- century Britain 
are refl ected exactly in the attributes expected of the chief in African 
societies.32 Many pages of Thompson’s Making of the English working 
class deal with the kind of millenarian expectations which have been 
so widespread in African history. In particular his treatment of Joanna 
Southcott of Devonshire (c.1800) forms an ideal prelude to study-
ing the upheavals caused by African prophetesses, from Nongqawuse 
in Xhosaland in 1856–7 to Alice Lenshina a hundred years later in 
Zambia.33 In short, whilst being ever alert to complex difference, we 
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should also be wary of European ‘exceptionalism’. There are common 
experiences and transformational similarities across the world, and we 
can use them for two- way illumination.34

We have thus far taken a wide- angled lens to pan around some of the 
contextualities of the empire, the global setting in which it moved and 
had its being, and some of the ways in which Britons perceived the Asian 
and African peoples with whom they had contact. The focus can now 
narrow down, and we can begin to examine policies, and the people who 
made and implemented them. We can also ask what the British thought 
of their imperial enterprise, beginning with the political elite.

The letters, memoirs, and biographies of nineteenth-  and twentieth-
 century politicians reveal one thing quite clearly. Their overriding inter-
est was in domestic politics, in the personalities of their leaders, in the 
prospects for Liberalism, or Toryism, or the Labour Party, or social 
democracy, amid the shifting currents of electoral change. Foreign 
policy, generally understood as relations with European powers and the 
USA, issues of war and peace and cold war, also loomed large for many 
of them. ‘Imperial policy’ was mainly subsumed under foreign policy. 
Occasionally there would be an imperial crisis and an explosion of 
concern – the Indian Mutiny- Rebellion (1857), the Governor Eyre con-
troversy in Jamaica (1865), the Irish Home Rule debate (1885–6), the 
South African Anglo- Boer War (1899–1902), the Government of India 
Act (1935), the Suez fi asco (1956), the Falklands War (1982) – but 
otherwise the empire receded into the background. Among front- rank 
politicians, only Joseph Chamberlain (secretary of state for the colonies, 
1895–1903, and thereafter a campaigner for tariff reform) showed any 
sustained interest in imperial affairs, but even he never visited India and 
he seldom spoke about it. Gladstone – to take an important example, as 
four times prime minister – never visited Ireland nor travelled further 
afi eld than the Ionian Isles. He was singularly ill- informed about British 
imperial, military, and naval responsibilities and interests. India seems 
hardly ever to have entered his thoughts, and only once did it arouse his 
enthusiasm, when the possibility of arranging Cook’s tours there was 
mooted. Gladstone resented the intrusion of the Egyptian question into 
the Eurocentric world of his government, because it was an issue which 
‘does not turn upon clear principles of politics, and about which the 
country understands almost nothing and cares, for the most part, very 
little’.35 Most other prime ministers, too, only bothered about the empire 
when they had to. Historians have to go to the next layer down of the 
governing elite to fi nd men with a deep interest in imperial problems: 
to the 8th Earl of Elgin, Sir Charles Dilke, Lord Cromer, Lord Curzon, 
and L.S. Amery.
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As for the less committed members of the elite, few were actively 
opposed to empire. ‘The empire on which the sun never sets’ and ‘Ubi 
virtus, ibi Victoria’ were just two of the triumphalist slogans which were 
happily bandied about. When formal opinions were expressed about 
the empire by Victorians and Edwardians, what strikes us today is the 
smugness and hyperbole. But as well as this, there was also pungent criti-
cism, from Richard Cobden in the 1840s onwards.36 By the late nine-
teenth century, Liberal Party leaders were echoing Sir Charles Dilke in 
denouncing ‘bastard imperialism’. Campbell- Bannerman attacked ‘the 
vulgar and bastard imperialism of . . . provocation and aggression . . . 
of grabbing everything even if we have no use for it ourselves’ – and he 
spectacularly lashed out against ‘methods of barbarism’ in the conduct 
of the South African War. Winston Churchill, keen to assert his Liberal 
credentials, in 1904 contrasted an honourable imperialism ‘which unites 
us to our colonies’ with a ‘bastard imperialism’, the ‘cheap and fl ashy 
doctrine ground out by the Conservative Party machine’.37 The Liberals, 
however, did not repudiate empire, so long as it could be represented 
as a system uncorrupting at home and contributing to world peace and 
improvement. Lord Rosebery (prime minister, 1894–5) admitted that 
the empire had often used the sword and could not exist without it, but 
‘it does not live by the sword’.38 Similarly, imperial righteousness was 
stressed by Lord Lugard, famous proconsul, laying the foundation stone 
of the University of Hong Kong in 1910, when he put the empire fi rmly 
on the side of the angels:

It will pass away, as other empires have passed away before it, but I believe that 
history will record of it that it was founded on something higher than territorial 
conquest or national aggrandisement – that it was founded on the respect and 
affection of all the races which compose it, and that its effect has been to bring 
them increased prosperity and higher standards of life.39

Lugard had earlier charged about Africa like a ruthless knight- errant, 
believing all his actions were justifi ed because he was – he thought – 
humanely trying to bring benefi ts to the backward, who had endured 
‘the appalling waste of life and misery in Africa before we came’. He was 
mightily indignant when the Colonial Offi ce under the Liberals tried to 
rein him in, criticising his violent methods: ‘Am I less an English gentle-
man because I am here?’ The proconsuls of Lugard’s generation, like 
Sir Frank Swettenham in Malaya and Sir Hesketh Bell in Uganda, all 
felt that what they were doing was important, ‘lighting the dark places’, 
supervising ‘great works, roads, railways, telegraphs, wharfs’, and model 
plantations, directing African and Asian progress through a ‘wise and 
benevolent guardianship’.40
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To have improved the lot of subject peoples was indeed held to be the 
main justifi cation of empire. Those on the receiving end were not neces-
sarily impressed. Jawaharlal Nehru comprehensively punctured all such 
justifi cations which the British could muster in defence of the empire. 
The Pax Britannica was not enough: ‘We can have the perfect peace of 
the grave and the absolute safety of a cage or of prison. Or peace may be 
the sodden despair of men unable to better themselves.’ Peace imposed 
by an alien conqueror ‘has hardly the restful and soothing qualities of the 
real article’. As to the benefi ts of science and technology, the railways, 
the telegraphs, and the rest of it, these were hardly altruistic tests of ‘the 
goodness or benefi cence of British rule’. Was it, Nehru asked, being 
needlessly cantankerous and perverse to suggest that ‘some such techni-
cal progress would have come to us anyhow in this industrial age, and 
even without British rule’? Trusteeship was not enough either. He found 
himself ‘singularly irritated’ by the British ‘calm assurance of always 
being in the right and having borne a great burden worthily’; moreover, 
‘in spite of their amusing assumption of being the trustees and guardians 
of the Indian masses, they know little about them and even less about the 
new aggressive bourgeoisie’.41

Apart from radical critics like Wilfrid Blunt and J.A. Hobson,42 
few Britons working in imperial administration would have endorsed 
Nehru’s critique, though they would have seen what he meant. The 
most thoughtful of the servants of empire often felt ambivalent about 
it. This was never better expressed than by the writer Leonard Woolf. 
He was in the Ceylon Civil Service, ‘an extraordinary, hierarchical and 
complicated engine’, from 1904 to 1911. He enjoyed the position, ‘the 
fl attery of being the great man and the father of his people’. But as time 
went on, ‘I became more and more ambivalent, politically schizophrenic, 
an anti- imperialist who enjoyed the fl eshpots of imperialism, loved the 
subject peoples and their way of life, and knew from the inside how evil 
the system was beneath the surface for ordinary men and women.’ In 
his unease, trying to balance benevolence and ruthlessness, he exagger-
ated his ‘imperialist, stern Sahib attitude to compensate for or soothe a 
kind of social conscience which began to condemn and dislike the whole 
system’. He liked the people without idealising them, ‘as a good district 
offi cer should’, unsentimentally working hard to try to ‘increase their 
prosperity, diminish the poverty and disease, start irrigation works, open 
schools’. But, and in a distinctly Gibbonian fi nal analysis, for Woolf 
there was an absurdity in a people of one civilisation trying to impose its 
rule upon an entirely different one.43

District offi cers can bear important witness. Many of them in their 
memoirs recognised that things had been far from perfect, but, however 
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critical they were prepared to be, almost all of them felt that the record 
was positive, better than that of the other European empires, and that 
if Britain had given up, those others would step in, to the detriment of 
the people concerned. Three unpublished assessments have recently 
come to light and may be quoted here. They deal with Kenya, Aden, and 
Palestine. The fi rst is by ‘Dick’ Cashmore, who felt that in Kenya there 
had been many mistakes, with injustices as well as good intentions. He 
feared future generations would ‘judge us more harshly for failing in our 
trust; because we did not prepare our successors adequately for the perils 
of independence, and left too soon’. Alternatively they would ‘curse us 
for not going sooner, or for even coming at all’. In the second memoir, 
Reginald Hickling, the high commissioner’s legal adviser in Aden, sug-
gested that the ‘historian of colonialism’ in the Arabian peninsula ‘will see 
our whole exercise, from 1799 to 1968, as one of selfi sh power- politics, 
overtaken in its decline by a casual interest in self- government. If he is 
something of a philosopher, he will also conclude that a nation cannot 
successfully govern a people it dislikes.’44 Hickling was unconsciously 
echoing Thomas Munro, an early administrator in India, who said, ‘We 
can never be qualifi ed to govern men against whom we are prejudiced.’45

Thirdly, and pithily, Sir Ronald Storrs, governor of Jerusalem under 
the Palestine Mandate, believed the British had brought material benefi ts 
but not made people more contented: ‘Thou hast multiplied the harvest 
but not increased the joy, is my epitaph for the British empire.’46

It is, perhaps, as good an epitaph as the British empire can hope to 
get. It is not easy to make a defi nitive judgment. ‘Balance- sheets of 
empire’, whether it was worthwhile, a good thing or a bad thing, have a 
long future in front of them. Subjective judgments are bound to prevail. 
Evidence can as easily be found for useful benefi ts and altruistic efforts 
as for brutality and exploitation and sheer indifference. All these ambi-
guities have to be taken seriously into account.47 Like most things in life, 
‘the empire’ was neither black nor white, but a mixture, a not altogether 
hopeless shade of grey perhaps.

This said, and having considered something of the views of the gov-
erning elite, we can now proceed to ascertain what the empire may 
have meant to ordinary members of the British public. A great deal of 
recent writing about ‘colonialism’ stresses the signifi cance of ‘identity’, 
and the extent to which the idea of ‘Britishness’ itself might be in some 
sense a product of imperial experience. I take a sceptical view of two 
post- colonial assertions: (1) that a preoccupation with ‘identity’ (includ-
ing sexual identity: see p.42 below) has always been as prominent as it 
is now, and (2) that empire, ‘imperialism’, was somehow thoroughly 
embedded in British life and thought.
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For those who actually served overseas it could be an absorbing, even 
a romantic business. They might see themselves at the end of a long line 
of devoted administrators,

the fi nal executive blood vessel in the network of arteries that stretched out, long, 
effi cient and complex, from the distant heart of empire: the true ultima ratio 
regum. The ghosts of dead colleagues rise up: in the Club at Mandalay, saddling 
their horses in Peshawar, haranguing the tribes in the Khalahari . . . The powers 
and privileges, the discomforts and the eccentricities . . . and the fun.48

But for ordinary people at home? The fi rst point to make is that 
however much they may have been surrounded by evidence of empire, 
they were unlikely to interrogate it, or connect it all up. Shopping at 
‘Home & Colonial’ grocery stores, reading the Daily Mail (‘For King 
and Empire’), seeing maps with big splodges of red, or encountering 
their fi rst West Indian immigrant, seem unlikely to have made them 
more imperially aware or more patriotic than children playing with their 
favourite golliwog, or with toys stamped ‘Empire Made’ (a euphemism 
for Hong Kong and a byword for shoddiness), or contemplating their 
fi rst post- war bananas. Being asked to celebrate the empire, wrote the 
author of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, no less, ‘leaves me cold. I think that 
most people have quite enough to do without thinking about their neigh-
bour.’ How, he wondered, ‘can little minds think about the colonies & 
India, & the world at large . . . a great dim abstraction’ – and all that it 
means?49 Neville Chamberlain in the 1930s thought that ‘the people of 
this country’ might have a deep underlying sentiment for the empire, 
‘but it is remote from their ordinary thoughts’. Most people, wrote Noel 
Annan (b. 1916), ‘had always been bored with the Empire’, and this 
fi xed a great gulf between them and the ruling class who found employ-
ment in imperial administration.50

However, the post- colonial historians, purveyors of the so- called ‘new 
imperial history’, insist that Britain and the British people were ‘steeped’, 
‘saturated’, ‘suffused’, ‘permeated’, even ‘imbricated in imperialism’ 
(really? – imbricated means ‘overlapping like roof- tiles or fi sh- scales’). 
Empire is said to have played an integral part in metropolitan values, 
thoughts, ideas, and practices. Now, there are two ways of reacting to 
this. One is to dismiss it as an intellectually lazy assumption – that so 
large an enterprise ‘must have’ loomed large in contemporary conscious-
ness. The other is to suggest that it all seems like an attempt to make 
twenty- fi rst- century British people feel uncomfortable about present 
problems and guilty about ‘their’ imperial past. This is because they are 
represented as implicated – whether consciously or unconsciously is said 
to be immaterial – in the ‘evils of imperialism’. Thus they become tainted 
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by its supposedly inherent racism, complicit through their consumption 
of foodstuffs imported from the empire (‘product imperialism’), and – it 
is assumed – their support of missionary endeavours, their reading of 
books and watching of fi lms with imperial settings. Even becoming a 
‘nation of tea- drinkers . . . with the highest sugar consumption in the 
world’ can be made to look suspect.51

The empire is seen by these post- modernist historians as ‘inexo-
rably shaping’ – ‘constituting’, in their favourite jargon – a sense of 
‘Britishness’, with imperialism as culturally a ‘core ideology’. And if this 
cannot be readily demonstrated, the empire is said, through its ‘taken-
 for- grantedness’, to be infl uential in small but signifi cant everyday 
ways, and despite being ‘almost unseen’. The empire is reckoned to be 
‘part of everyday life for Britons’ between the late eighteenth century 
and the beginning of decolonisation, even though it might be a largely 
unconscious ‘background assumption’, ‘a consensual understanding’. 
According to Catherine Hall, really clever theorists can interpret what 
was not explicitly stated; but historians who cannot see this should be 
excoriated for their ‘fall into the darkness of empiricism’.52 The empiri-
cal historian’s response to this kind of argument is likely to be concern at 
such a cavalier dismissal of the need for evidence, followed by an attempt 
to suggest that fundamental assumptions – for example, that food, 
health, sex, and the weather play a big part in life – are usually made very 
explicit indeed, and are made so by constant discussion. The insistence 
on unconscious assumptions about the empire has a worrying whiff of 
pseudo- Freudianism about it, and, even more alarmingly, echoes of the 
portentous fantasies of Professor Cramb’s Origins and destiny of imperial 
Britain (1900).53 Post- colonialists at their most extreme have even tried 
to argue that Victorian novels which do not refer to the empire only prove 
how crucial it was.54 All this is now a minefi eld of diffi cult and contested 
interpretation about the impact of the empire, the extent of imperial 
awareness, and whether or not there was a distinctively ‘imperialist 
ideology’ and culture.55 It is a minefi eld which will take years to clear. 
Perhaps agreement might at least eventually be reached on a conclusion 
that whatever the extent of ‘popular imperialism’ in the formation of a 
British identity, by the 1940s it was in terminal decline.56 This may well 
have been an effect of war, and the cold war which soon succeeded it. 
A generation (like mine), brought up dodging bombs of various kinds 
(high- explosive, incendiary, V1 fl ying- bombs, and V2 rockets, all coming 
uncomfortably close), and then being confronted with threats of nuclear 
annihilation, had vastly more worrying issues to concern it than whether 
or not Britain had, or could retain, an overseas empire, and what sort of 
impact it was having.
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These are complex questions of theory and interpretation. The main 
aim of the essays in this book is simpler: to explore how the British empire 
functioned, and to examine the determinants of imperial management. 
The chapters are organised into six themes or sections. The fi rst two deal 
with the dynamics of the enterprise, the interlocking of strategic, eco-
nomic, religious, and ethical concerns through two centuries from 1763. 
With the aid of a comparative global context, ‘geopolitics’ is established 
as an explanatory motif. The third theme is about the civil service (an 
aspect of the ‘offi cial mind’), and the way decisions were arrived at; it 
concentrates upon the fi rst half of the twentieth century. The next chap-
ters look at individual agency, the role of major fi gures, with Churchill 
and Smuts as the examples. The fi fth theme explores problems of sexu-
ality, how it is connected to perceptions of ‘otherness’, and how it had 
an inherent potential for exploitativeness. Finally, suggestions are made 
about understanding the practitioners of imperial history themselves, 
within the shaping of a historiographical framework.

The remainder of this Introduction therefore serves to provide a 
refl ective background and explication for each of these six themes. 
Accordingly, it is organised into sections with the following headings: 
I Dynamics: geopolitics and a structural framework; II Religion and 
an ethical empire?; III Bureaucracy and policy: government decision-
 making; IV Great men: the individual and responsibility; V Sexuality: 
putting sex into perspective; VI Imperial historians: historiography or 
ancestor worship?

I Dynamics: geopolitics and a structural framework

‘A vast imperial nodality has been accumulated in London during the 
centuries characterised by oceanic mobility.’ So wrote Sir Halford 
Mackinder in 1907. His geopolitical hypothesis demonstrated the 
economic advantages of being geographically ‘the central, rather than 
the terminal, land of the world’, an archipelago offshore to the great 
Eurasian landmass or ‘world island’ (if Africa was included in the ‘inner 
global crescent’).57 This gave Britain easy access to the ‘world’s unifi ed 
ocean’, facilitated its expansionist enterprise, and secured its immu-
nity from effective containment or attack by continental rivals. (See 
Figure 1.) Certainly the British empire developed as a result of a par-
ticular combination of favourable world circumstances. The geopolitical 
preconditions for the empire were: fi rst, a strategic balance in Europe, 
with no single power dominant; secondly, freedom of movement through 
the Mediterranean (the route to India) and around the world’s oceans 
– sea- power itself being dependent on the absence of the need to keep 
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a large standing army; and thirdly, a relatively quiescent Islam and East 
Asia. Once these favourable external factors were eroded, and the whole 
international context for operating the British empire was compromised, 
then the days of imperial Britain were numbered.

But what do we mean when we speak of ‘the British empire’? It was 
not monolithic. There was a global network of interests on which, to be 
sure, the sun never set. But there was no uniformity in its structure, nor 
was the nature of this ‘empire’ unchanging over time.

The most fundamental question to ask about it is exactly what the 
British empire was; whether, even, there was in any real sense an empire 
at all, about which generalisations can be made.58 It is one thing to assert 
that the British ‘ruled’ much of India and Africa, quite another to argue 
that they controlled what happened there. For, in certain crucial respects, 
‘empire’ was a myth, an illusion based upon a gigantic confi dence trick 
perpetrated by the ‘rulers’. Mostly this illusory system was accepted by 
the ‘ruled’, but in different ways: some were duped, some deferred, and 
some collaborated. Authority over non- European peoples, however def-
erential they might sometimes appear, was distinctly fragile. The cohe-
siveness of settler colonies – Canada, South Africa, and the rest of the 

Figure 1 Mackinder’s sketch- map showing Britain as ‘the central 
land of the world’ – and the importance of the Mediterranean. Source: 
Britain and the British seas, p. 4.
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‘British world’ (or Greater Britain as it used to be called) – was weaker 
than it seemed, even before they became self- governing ‘Dominions’.

Seeley thought the term ‘possession’ for the white colonies in the 
1880s inappropriate, and only a little less so for India: we must, he wrote, 
‘dismiss from our minds the idea that India is in any practical sense of 
the word a possession of England’.59 He was right. The Olympian mag-
nifi cence of the empire, so often celebrated, is not a sustainable historical 
concept. It was in world terms infl uential, certainly, but not in the strict 
sense hegemonic. The empire was not a unifi ed multilateral association 
at all, but rather a series of bilateral relationships with a lot of weaker 
units, ‘a chaotic conglomerate’ in John Darwin’s striking description.60 
Quite late in the day, the one triumphantly unifying factor was cable con-
struction (see Map 1); ‘the nerves of the empire’, by the 1890s, girdled 
the world with 121,000 miles of telegraph wires. The web of submarine 
cables transformed the conduct of trade and diplomacy, as well as colo-
nial administration.61 Even so, a late Victorian and Edwardian right-
 wing project to tighten the constitutional structure through such devices 
as a federal council and imperial preference failed utterly. A loose- strung 
‘Commonwealth’ was the best that could be achieved.

In these circumstances the British relied on prestige, on conveying 
an impression of unquestionable omniscience. A Turkish dragoman 
in Kinglake’s Eothen (1844) believed that ‘wherever the Irish, or the 
French, or the Indians rebel against the British, whole armies of soldiers 
and brigades of artillery’ were rapidly deployed to ‘utterly exterminate 
the enemies of England from the face of the earth’. Without this con-
venient semi- delusion – the cultivation of a ‘wholesome dread of our 
power’, as one Victorian governor put it – the empire could hardly have 
functioned at all.62 The reality is that imperial resources of all kinds, 
money and manpower, even support at home and abroad, were in short 
supply. India itself was conquered for the British by other Indians – or, 
in Seeley’s brilliant insight, there was ‘an internal revolution within 
Indian society rather than a foreign conquest’.63 The Delhi uprising 
during the Indian Mutiny- Rebellion of 1857 was in part put down by 
paid mercenaries of Sikh, Muslim, Punjabi, and Pathan extraction.64 
South African blacks provided indispensable logistical support during 
the Anglo- Boer War. Mau Mau was brought under control by African 
vigilante ‘home guards’, askaris or policemen. The exercise of  imperial 
power depended on organising these mechanisms of indigenous col-
laboration – and on bluff and racial arrogance. Two stories, one by 
George Orwell (‘Shooting an elephant’), the other by Hans Christian 
Andersen (‘The emperor’s new clothes’),65 tell us much that is vital to 
know about the nature of imperial rule. Orwell, an Old Etonian serving 
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with the Imperial Police in Burma, describes a ‘public order’ episode, 
in which the hollowness of the white man’s dominion was revealed to 
him, through the feeling that he was no more than ‘an absurd puppet 
pushed to and fro’ by ‘natives’ who expected a sahib to act like a sahib.66 
In Andersen’s tale, it was left to a small boy to point out the awful naked 
truth about the emperor’s supposedly magnifi cent apparel. Nationalist 
reactions, from uprisings to full- blown demands for independence, were 
almost inevitable when people woke up to the essentially fraudulent 
nature of imperial rule, to a sense that they had been duped.67 They 
had succumbed not only to hierarchical plausibility, but also perhaps to 
their own ‘dependency’ complex,68 and slowness to realise that a white 
man’s skull under his vainglorious pith- helmet (sola topee) was as thin 
as anyone else’s. When the scales were lifted from the eyes of subject 
peoples, then the administrators of empire ran out of local political col-
laborators, and their future was bleak. Mechanisms which had been 
devised to consolidate British rule – everything from sport to the English 
language – were appropriated by the nationalists to challenge it. The 
devices of the British were made to serve the desires of the colonised. 
In this way, English education, said the Indian nationalist leader B.G. 
Tilak, became ‘the milk of the tigress’.69

Whatever the empire was, then, it was not structurally an impressive 
monolithic organisation closely governed from London. It was not a steel 
frame – more a cat’s- cradle. Its name was DIVERSITY. It was not an 
entity driven by some mythical juggernaut called ‘imperialism’. It meant 
different things to different people. The empire was a loose aggrega-
tion of diffuse elements, often uncertain, inherently complex, endlessly 
uneven in its impact.

Whether a territory was conquered or not, was kept quiet or not, 
depended crucially on geopolitics, on its size, measured geographi-
cally and demographically. Despite coastal enclaves, there could never 
have been a British empire in China, simply because of its remoteness, 
vastness, turbulence, and amorphous character, ‘a vast repository of 
incalculable forces’ (J.A. Hobson). Attempting even limited military 
action against China on the coast was ‘like fl ogging a jelly- fi sh’ (Winston 
Churchill).70 In 1851, China’s population was at its nineteenth- century 
peak, 430 million; Britain’s was just 16 million. For the British, it was 
comparatively easy to control small territories like landlocked Swaziland 
(no bigger than Wales, population 2 million), small islands like Ceylon 
(about half the size of England and a population not much greater than 
London’s), and neat peninsulas like Malaya (about the same size as 
England but with a population of only 5 million). It was a task of a totally 
different order of magnitude to attempt the government of India, the size 
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of fi fty Ceylons, a population of 294 million (by 1900), with 179 main 
languages and 544 dialects, myriad castes, and the home of an ancient 
and highly persistent civilisation. To be sure, the establishment of the 
British Raj was one of the most astounding facts in world history – ‘prod-
igies to which the world has seen nothing similar. Reason is confounded. 
We interrogate the past in vain’ (Macaulay, 1833).71 But it was almost 
bound to end in tears.

It could be a great mistake to challenge the British, who then mustered 
all their limited resources to defeat and punish such temerity. They pre-
ferred sensible unresisting peoples who asked for protection or accepted 
the fl ag, like the Fijians, the Baganda, the Bangwato, the Swazi, and the 
Bulozi of Barotseland – even if the Basotho were a little too insistent 
(Moshoeshoe: ‘My country is your blanket, O Queen, and my people the 
lice on it’). Vexatious resisters could expect no mercy. The diplomati-
cally submissive were allowed to retain their traditional chiefs, but there 
was declared to be ‘no place’ for ancient monarchy in conquered states. 
Such deposition happened slowly in India, with the Mughal dynasty 
fi nally being abolished in 1858, when Bahadur Shah Zafar II was exiled; 
but it was more sharply catastrophic for the Sinhalese and the Burmese, 
for the Zulu and the Ndebele.

In order to get an effective handle on the imperial structure, a working 
typology of the dependencies is required. The scheme offered by 
Anthony Low more than forty years ago remains helpful.72 He distin-
guishes between authority ‘superseded’, ‘incorporated,’ and ‘created’. 
Mughal India and Southern Rhodesia were in the fi rst category. The 
princely states of India, the Persian Gulf sheikdoms, Buganda, Muslim 
Northern Nigeria, Malaya, Zanzibar, and Barotseland were examples 
of the second, allowing pre- existing authorities to continue, but incor-
porated into slightly differing patterns of collaboration and dominance. 
‘Stateless’ societies, without a single head (acephalous), such as those in 
northern Ghana, eastern Nigeria, southern Sudan, and Kenya, formed 
a third category, where authority was artifi cially imposed, the British 
seeking out various types of people thought suitable to be created ‘chiefs’, 
within an Indirect Rule system. Thus imperial authority gathered the 
threads of traditional legitimacy, where this existed, or forged collabora-
tive alliances, or ‘invented tradition’ – or used force to establish a Pax 
Britannica which might evoke gratitude, and thus reconcile to alien rule. 
In Low’s scheme there can be stages in the establishment of domination: 
from external sway (where the British might be welcomed as arbiters in 
internal African disputes, as by the Ankole in Uganda, or by the Tonga 
wanting protection from Ngoni raiding), to a stage of ad hoc infl uence, 
and then on to regular interference. But the exercise of power need not 



 Introduction: perspectives, policies, and people  23

be uniform within a dominated state. It might be ‘dictatorial’ over land 
policy, ‘predominant’ over law, but only ‘ascendant’ when it came to 
regulating marriage customs. Similarly, acceptance of British power 
might be whole- hearted, willing, acquiescent, grudging, or resented.

‘Informal empire’ is a further structural variant, in situations where 
infl uence was considerable but the fl ag was never formally run up. The 
obvious examples were in Latin America, China, and the Middle East. 
But there were many differences in the way it operated in Buenos Aires, 
Shanghai, and Cairo.

The opening chapter provides an analytical overview of two centuries, 
and proposes an interpretative model for resolving some of the polarities 
in the debate about ‘strategy’ and ‘economics’ (chapter 1). The next two 
chapters develop the argument, by probing again at a canonical problem, 
the partition of Africa, and the variables in the British approach (chapter 
2); this is followed by comparing the nineteenth- century British empire 
with other empires, in a global context (chapter 3). The last chapter in 
Part I suggests that isolating economic factors and building them into a 
large theory can be misleading, because such a method is unable either 
to accommodate ‘geopolitics’ adequately, or to convey enough of the 
multi- form structural complexity of the empire (chapter 4).

II Religion and an ethical empire?

It is a commonplace to observe that in our secularised and sceptical 
modern age, when children are no longer brought up in fear of hell- fi re, 
it is diffi cult to appreciate the dominance of a religious outlook in life and 
thought during Victorian times. But it is essential. In 1876 the Spectator 
commented that ‘the chief distinction of this generation has been the 
revival of religious earnestness’. If confi rmation is needed, we need look 
no further than to the ubiquitous legacy of Victorian church- building 
and restoration, one of the quintessential characteristics of the period. 
The following remarkable fi gures for the rapid multiplication of places 
of worship are probably underestimates: 1,727 new Anglican churches 
in England and Wales built between 1840 and 1876, with 7,144 old 
ones or cathedrals renovated or extended, at a cost of £25.5 million; 
the Methodists had more than 11,000 chapels by 1851, and by the end 
of the century the Roman Catholics had 1,536 places of worship, the 
Baptists 6,313, and the Congregationalists 4,579. Victorian society, 
especially in mid- Victorian times, is said to have been a religious society 
‘in a deeper and more complete sense than any country in the West since 
the Reformation’.73 It was essentially a Protestant faith, committed to 
good works, complacent, and virulently anti- Catholic. (Remarkably, 
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the imperial historian Sir John Seeley, imbued with convictions about 
the regenerative power of religion, and England’s destiny as a Christian 
State, forwarding the intentions of Providence, ‘did not hesitate to assert 
even in the bland and cool pages of the English Historical Review that the 
Papacy was the “burning heart of all human discord”’.)74 The Protestant 
world- view made it possible for the British to see themselves as a chosen 
people, with God once more visible in history. Britain was the new Israel. 
The anti- slavery movement and its related philo- Semitism and concern 
for indigenous rights, drew on a deep- rooted religious preoccupation 
with sin and redemption.75 For most politicians and pundits, politics 
continued to have a religious dimension.

The entire British expansionist enterprise overseas was infused with 
and energised by a profound sense of moral and religious purpose. 
Palmerston’s objective was ‘the regeneration of rotten empires’, the 
promotion of Britain’s standing as ‘the head of moral, social and politi-
cal civilisation’. Charles Kingsley, novelist and cleric, regarded ‘the 
spinning- jenny and the railroad, Cunard’s liners and the electric tele-
graph’, the achievements of doctors and political economists, sanitary 
reformers and engineers, ‘as signs that we are, on some points at least, 
in harmony with the universe . . . the Ordering and Creating God’ – a 
God who had entrusted Protestant England (freed from the ‘saints and 
virgins, relics and miracles’ of Catholicism) with the ‘glorious work 
. . . to replenish the earth and subdue it’. Livingstone likewise spoke of 
the British as ‘co- operators with God’ in the ‘renovation of the world’, 
through ‘Christianity and commerce’.76 Even those with no such pro-
gramme tended to speak in a religious language about the empire. For 
J.A. Froude the empire was ‘our spiritual salvation’.77 Lord Rosebery 
declared the empire to be ‘the greatest secular agency for good that 
the world has seen’. He seems genuinely to have believed this, writing 
privately:

How marvellous it all is! Built not by saints and angels, but the work of men’s 
hands; cemented with men’s honest blood and with a world of tears, welded by 
the best brains of the centuries past; not without the taint and reproach inci-
dental to all human work, but constructed on the whole with pure and splendid 
purpose. Human and yet not wholly human, for the most heedless and the most 
cynical must see in it the fi nger of the Divine.78

As early as 1826 the London Missionary Society had dedicated itself 
to ‘the moral revolution of the world’. Thereafter, ‘the evangelisation of 
the whole world in our generation’ inspired many a missionary. Parallel 
to the missionary invasion of the globe was the consolidation of the 
Anglican Communion, which arose in consequence of the American 
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Revolution, the fi rst bishops being consecrated to ‘foreign’ sees in 
Philadelphia and New York in 1787. This marked the emergence of 
the Church of England from an insularity to which it was condemned 
by the Reformation. By the time of the great Pan- Anglican Congress in 
London in 1908, 250 bishops from every overseas diocese were able to 
attend. (The Roman Catholics had 166 bishops in the British empire.) 
Church leaders expected the Church ‘to strengthen the moral force of 
the Empire’, to claim it for God (rather than vulgarly claim God for the 
empire).79 As late as 1960 it could be asserted in a government survey 
that ‘the Churches provide some of the strongest personal links that exist 
within the Commonwealth’.80

The disregard in the inter- war period and beyond of ‘the expansion of 
Christianity’ by imperial historians is surprising.81 After all, clergy and 
missionaries had an extraordinary impact on almost every country in the 
world outside Islamic regions, and often a disruptive impact. Quasi-  or 
pseudo- Christian elements were embedded in the greatest upheaval 
known to the nineteenth- century world, the Taiping Rebellion in China; 
violent protest against Christian intervention was integral to the Boxer 
uprising. The hold which Christianity now has on America and Africa is 
among the salient facts of the modern world.

So how did these religious forces affect the British empire?82 The 
mental framework of the empire shifted dramatically over time, and with 
it perceived priorities and motivations. In an important sense ‘imperial 
history’ is but a sub- set of a larger species, the world history of race rela-
tions and human rights. If we use this perspective, there is one ‘paradigm 
shift’ above all others which stands out, and it arises directly out of a 
religious motivation: the attempt to maintain an ethical imperial policy 
– and its failure.

The most fundamental belief of late eighteenth- century thinkers was 
in humanity as a homogeneous whole, with a common origin (the bib-
lical Adam – the theory of monogenesis). Differences were explained 
by environment and not by an immutable heredity, so there could be 
optimism about the potential of the backward. There was respect for 
religions other than Christianity (as having elements in common), and 
for non- European and especially oriental civilisations, since their mate-
rial levels were all similar in the pre- industrial age.83

These characteristic late eighteenth- century attitudes provide one 
of the main contexts for the abolitionist movements, successful fi rst 
against the slave trade (1807), and then against the institution of slavery 
itself within most of the British empire (1833), and perhaps its greatest 
achievements. They also underpinned the establishment of an ethical 
humanitarian policy in the 1830s, a policy associated with Lord Glenelg 
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as secretary of state (1835 to 1839) and James Stephen as permanent 
under- secretary at the Colonial Offi ce (1836 to 1847). Their challenging 
interventionism has attracted less attention than it deserves.

Lord Glenelg was educated in a broadly evangelical atmosphere (see 
below page 168).84 He was responsible as president of the East India 
Company Board of Control for the renewal of the company’s charter in 
1833. In a major speech, almost as noble as Macaulay’s more famous 
one, Glenelg declared that British rule in India should be conducted 
on ‘the great and just principle’ that ‘considerations of wealth, of com-
merce, of revenue should be as nothing compared with the paramount 
obligation’ to consider the interests of Indians and promote ‘the welfare 
and prosperity of that great empire which Providence had placed in our 
hands’. He believed that Britons and Indians could be united in friend-
ship.85 As secretary of state for the colonies he applied similar principles. 
His most famous – or notorious – decision was to disallow Sir Benjamin 
D’Urban’s annexation of the Ciskei in Eastern Cape, which had been 
named ‘Queen Adelaide Province’. The region was thickly populated 
with the Xhosa people, but greedy Europeans wanted to dispossess 
them. Here was a highly signifi cant moment. For the fi rst time, British 
government had to decide whether or not to rule an African people. 
Glenelg – so often unfairly accused of indecisiveness – decided unequivo-
cally against this, and tried to secure Xhosa independence. With advice 
from James Stephen and the missionary Dr John Philip, Glenelg’s 150-
 page despatch, dated 26 December 1835, is probably the greatest state 
paper ever issued from the Colonial Offi ce. An impassioned and scathing 
refutation of D’Urban’s report, it rehearsed past history and laid down 
future guidelines.

‘It would be diffi cult’, wrote Glenelg, ‘for me to describe the pain’ 
with which he had read D’Urban’s description of the Xhosa as ‘irre-
claimable savages’. Remarkably, Glenelg could see that responsibility 
for the disputes lay not with the ‘Caffres’ but with the Europeans, who 
had ‘unavoidably converted them into a nation of depradators’. The 
despatch spoke the language of victimising and harassment: ‘a long 
series of aggressions . . . victims . . . unjustly despoiled of their country 
. . . injustice . . . disastrous results’. The British claim to sovereignty 
was rejected since it rested ‘on no solid foundation of international law 
or justice’. We are, D’Urban was reminded, ‘a humane and Christian 
people’, so they should try ‘a systematic and persevering adherence to 
justice, conciliation, forbearance, and the honest arts by which civilisa-
tion may be advanced, and Christianity diffused amongst them’. Such 
a system must be ‘immediately established and rigidly enforced’. In his 
conclusion Glenelg suggested that relations generally between Christian 
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Europeans and heathen Africans were marked by events on which ‘every 
humane mind dwells with such settled aversion and shame’: ‘of all the 
chapters in the history of mankind, this is perhaps the most degrading’. 
South Africa must not be added to the ‘history of the regions which have 
seen their aboriginal inhabitants disappear under the withering infl u-
ence of European neighbourhood, thus bringing down on ourselves the 
reproaches of mankind and the weight of national guilt’. Respect for ‘the 
inalienable rights of nations to their lands’ was ‘the only policy which it 
becomes this country to observe’. He was caustic a little later about the 
unprincipled motives of Dutch- descended trek- Boers and the ‘uncon-
trolled self- indulgence’ of the Great Trek.86

Glenelg also opposed the incursion of settlers into New Zealand and 
wanted at least some ‘interposition by the British government’ for the 
protection of the Maori. He resisted unscrupulous measures which 
affected Maori lands. In Australia he upheld strongly the rights of the 
Aborigines, which he insisted must be fully acknowledged and protected, 
since their lives must be considered ‘as equally valuable and entitled to 
the same protection as those of any European settlers’. He reprimanded 
the governor of Swan River Colony for threatening the vengeful general 
destruction of the local Aborigines. Those Europeans who claimed to 
have shot them in self- defence must be brought to trial. In 1838 he 
set up a fi ve- man Protectorate of Aborigines at Port Philip; ‘Protectors 
of Aborigines’ followed in each Australian colony. In similar fashion, 
Glenelg kept a watchful eye on the interests of the American Indians in 
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Canada, and the predicament of ex- slaves in Jamaica after emancipation 
in 1834. And he refused to allow Mauritius and Guiana to indenture 
Indian labourers as a substitute for African slaves.

Meanwhile a parliamentary select committee was sitting to consider 
the general policy towards ‘aborigines’ in British settlements. The 
(Fowell) Buxton Report of 1837, taking its inspiration from the humani-
tarians’ 1835 victory in Xhosaland (giving ‘life itself, and liberty, and 
lands and tenements to a whole nation’), insisted that ‘the oppression 
of the natives of barbarous countries is a practice which pleads no claim 
to indulgence’. Any constitutional changes in government should ensure 
that the Colonial Offi ce retained powers to decide all questions concern-
ing native interests. Revenue should be set aside for the education and 
religious instruction of indigenous peoples. The report, it has been said, 
‘supplied the defi nitive humanitarian missionary- informed analysis of 
the evils of settler colonialism’, the most developed expression of an anti-
 settler model of a Christian humanitarian empire. This was based on 
Glenelg’s principle of ‘the inalienable rights of nations to their lands’ as 
the only proper policy for Britain.87 Fowell Buxton, for his part, was also 
closely involved in a series of measures designed to tackle the persistence 
of slaving in West Africa.88

Glenelg’s tenure of the Colonial Offi ce thus marks the high watermark 
of humanitarian infl uence upon government, a serious but ultimately 
unsuccessful attempt to promote an ethical imperial policy based upon 
indigenous rights. Within a dozen years his Aborigines’ Protectorates 
had been abolished or neutered; Aboriginal land- title was legally denied 
(and not recognised again in Australia until 1992); the Transkei had 
been annexed with the approval of Earl Grey;89 the settlers were fi rmly 
in control of New Zealand and not held back by the equivocal Treaty 
of Waitangi (1840); and Indian indentured labour was spreading across 
the globe. Buxton had lost his parliamentary seat, and his 1841 Niger 
expedition to set up a model farm was a disaster. There was widespread 
disappointment about the results of slave emancipation in the West 
Indies.90 Everywhere the settlers were gaining ground, and this was 
fatal to the humanitarian project. As concessions to white- dominated 
self- government multiplied, the metropolitan government was left with 
very little practical infl uence. The humanitarians were increasingly mar-
ginalised. Prominent Victorian commentators like Carlyle, Dickens, and 
Matthew Arnold ridiculed the whole humanitarian philosophy. In his 
own day, Glenelg was mocked and condemned for foolishness.91 The 
truth is, however, that the humanitarians had more moral seriousness, 
honesty, and breadth of vision than many of those who came after them. 
The history of the British empire would have been signally different if 
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their ‘eighteenth- century’ ethical principles had prevailed over the cul-
tural insensitivities and racial arrogance of the Victorians.

The original motives of the Protestant missionary movement, evident 
in the planning of the Church Missionary Society in the 1790s, were 
nothing if not broad- minded and well- intentioned. Christianity was 
seen as a way of making reparation for the slave trade, and in India, as 
offering a compensation for territorial conquest: ‘We have annihilated 
the political importance of the natives, stripped them of their power, 
and laid them prostrate, without giving them anything in return.’ The 
British had ‘70 million fellow- men who are now our fellow subjects, 
pagan or Mahomedan, and it is a reproach so far to have done so little 
for them’; the best gift the Indians could be given was the Christian 
religion.92 The fi rst missionary in New Zealand admired the Maori as 
a ‘noble and kindly race’, who needed only the introduction of ‘the 
arts of civilisation and the knowledge of the Christian religion to make 
them a great nation’.93 The evangelicals of the Clapham Sect and the 
Cambridge practitioners of ‘universal benevolence’ had an enlightened 
and thoughtful view of all their ‘fellow- men’, but the next generation 
was much narrower and more aggressive in outlook. Evangelicalism 
was gradually transformed into a volatile, pessimistic, bigoted, extreme 
fundamentalist, Calvinist, anti- Catholic, anti- rationalist creed.94 It saw 
Satan, the Prince of Darkness, everywhere, not least in Papist ‘antichris-
tianity’ and the ‘Mahometan delusion’. In consequence, by the 1850s 
in Delhi the English had acquired a reputation as ‘the people who over-
throw all religions’.95

Along with the dark certainties of evangelical doctrines came the 
iron laws of utilitarianism, and the arrogance produced by intoxicating 
industrialisation and technological advance. Respect for non- European 
achievements was severely eroded, as profound differentials in material 
standards emerged. But for the time being the optimistic assumption 
that mankind was a homogeneous whole lingered on in some quarters. 
Lord Palmerston – to take an important example – as late as 1856 said 
that since Indians and Chinese were ‘human beings like ourselves’ they 
were amenable to ‘the same general principles as regulated the conduct 
of all mankind’.96 The Indian Mutiny- Rebellion in the following year 
destroyed the last vestiges of this enlightened optimism, especially 
coming as it did against a background of mounting evidence for a recal-
citrant reaction against Western ideas and demands. The conjuction of 
revolts around the globe amounted to ‘a decade of crisis, 1855 to 1865’. 
At the same time, scientists began to lay stress on heredity rather than 
environment, and pseudo- Darwinian theories of ‘survival of the fi ttest’ 
gained in popularity.97
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The decline of the environmentalist view of civilisation, and the 
increasing importance attached to race, were fatal ingredients in – to use 
modern jargon – the construction of later nineteenth- century discourse. 
Experience on the ground dictated much of this, perhaps particularly the 
failure of the missionaries to make many converts, leading to what has 
been called ‘the closing of the missionary mind’. It has also been sug-
gested that ever more rigid class distinctions and snobbish aspirations, 
‘aspirations to gentility’, tended to emphasise distance between people 
of different race and colour.98 This hardening of attitudes was only rein-
forced by a new breed of ethnocentric anthropologists.

In India, when the Sikhs were conquered and subjugated in 1849, the 
British had defeated the last of their military rivals. They felt they had 
nothing to learn from India and much to teach. British offi cers became 
increasingly distant, rude, and dismissive. Gone were the days of the 
‘white Mughals’, who joined their men in talking, hunting, dancing, or 
playing chess, and cohabiting with their sisters. Sitaram Pandey, a sepoy 
who wrote his memoirs after 1857, measured the change exactly:

I have lived to see great changes in the sahibs’ attitudes towards us. I know that 
many offi cers nowadays only speak to their men when obliged to do so, and they 
show that the business is irksome and try to get rid of the sepoys as quickly as 
possible. One sahib told us he never knew what to say to us. The sahib always 
knew what to say, and how to say it, when I was a young soldier.99

The humanitarian project was wrecked by soldiers, settlers, and 
sceptics. Although moralising and missionary voices were never quite 
silenced in the nineteenth century, they had lost their power to infl u-
ence government decisions. The mournful truth was contained in Lord 
Salisbury’s lapidary dismissal of moralistic objections: ‘If our ancestors 
had cared for the rights of other people, the British empire would not 
have been made’ (1878). The collapse of the early human rights move-
ments between the 1840s and 1860s represents the biggest single change 
of mentality within the time- frame of the history of the empire since the 
American Revolution. ‘Universal benevolence’ gave way to ‘the omni-
presence of racial differences’. Thereafter there would be disagreements 
about expansion and how the empire should be run. But there would be 
no more seismic changes of direction.100

In theory ‘an ethical empire’ should have been possible. But in practice 
this would have meant the denial of basic facts. The British empire would 
not have been the British empire without the migrations overseas, the 
great diaspora, the ‘white deluge’, of English, Scots, and Irish: perhaps 
21.5 million emigrants, between 1815 and 1914.101 These inhabitants 
of Greater Britain, or ‘neo- Britains’, had interests which were bound 
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to clash with the rights of indigenous peoples, particularly over land. 
Perhaps it was hard to believe, when there was a confl ict of interest, that 
black should prevail over white in the interests of multi- racial harmony. 
Was there not a moral commitment to an alternative vision, the beauty of 
a civitas dei, the loyal white ‘commonwealth’ of kith and kin? And it was 
George Orwell who diagnosed another inescapable fact: an empire has 
to hold its troublesome subjects down, and ‘In order to rule over barbar-
ians, you have got to become a barbarian yourself.’102

The British empire could not legitimately claim to have been ‘an ethical 
empire’, since the British employed, at various points in time, slavery, 
Indian and Chinese indentured labour, African and Malayan forced 
labour; since they traffi cked in opium, guns, and liquor, seized native 
lands, mounted punitive expeditions, obstructed missionaries, exploited 
native women, conscripted colonial manpower to fi ght in European 
wars; and since they indulged in legal violations and intimidation, and 
implemented counter- terrorist measures with shocking brutality. But if it 
was not an ethical empire, it was not an empire without an ethical policy. 
Humanitarian and trusteeship doctrines staged something of a revival 
in Whitehall after 1905,103 so much so that some historians speak of ‘a 
deep sense of ethical responsibility that remains one of the distinguishing 
characteristics of the colonial age’.104 Almost all offi cials in the Colonial 
Offi ce believed in their role as trustees, and saw themselves as inheriting 
a noble tradition. One of its leading lights, Sir Andrew Cohen, wrote:

The spirit of the anti- slavery movement is in fact enshrined in the evangelical tra-
dition of Britain – a tradition which has found expression in a deep and practical 
concern for the welfare of have- nots overseas, a tradition kept alive by reformers, 
colonial administrators, and liberal societies.105

There were publicists, notably Margery Perham, and MPs, including 
Fenner Brockway and Barbara Castle, who called on government to 
maintain a strict ethical stance, sometimes mounting a withering cri-
tique of policy. Offi cials and ministers had the harder task, however, 
as they faced head- on the unresolved ambiguities and limitations of 
trusteeship.

To discover the effects of moral infl uence on imperial decisions is 
far from simple. It is perhaps an unfashionable line of enquiry today, 
even though the decisions themselves are often criticised. We worry that 
high- fl own protestations of morality are mere rhetorical humbug, that 
politicians too readily cover mundane motive with an ethical veneer. But 
as R.E. Robinson insisted, ‘Until the role of moral force in the impe-
rial process is more sharply defi ned, it is not easy to be sure of the role 
of high velocity guns or surplus capital.’ His own conclusion was that 
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‘Ethics were most infl uential when allied to expediency; expediency was 
most practicable when approved by ethics.’106

The two chapters in Part II address religious themes in imperial 
history. The fi rst examines the place of doctrinal and humanitarian 
considerations in the anti- slavery movement, which in turn provided 
antecedents for the experiment in ‘ethical empire’ in the 1830s (chapter 
5). The second is a foray into mission history, but from the less- usually-
 explored angle of the African reception of Christianity, by turning the 
historical gaze upon Europeans, with a ‘view from below’. And then the 
three essays in Part III all explore, in part at least, the attempts to imple-
ment trusteeship (chapters 7, 8, and 9). The example of one leading 
offi cial, John Bennett, shows how diffi cult it was to reconcile the desire 
for ethical policies with the demands of government for practical com-
promise (chapter 9).

III  Bureaucracy and policy: government decision-

 making

There was an almost comic ignorance of imperial geography in the 
eighteenth century. Newcastle as prime minister at the start of the Seven 
Years War in 1756 had no idea where the fortress of Annapolis (Royal) 
was, though it was crucial to the defence of Nova Scotia against the 
French. At the time of peacemaking, he said he thought the king had con-
fused the Ganges and the Mississippi, but admitted to his own ignorance 
of ‘exactly the state and limits of those countries’. The Annual Register of 
1758 described the Niger as having its source in East Africa. The editor 
of a government newspaper quoted as a serious argument for keeping 
Florida the hoax proposition that it would supply peat for the fi res of ‘our 
cold, frozen West Indian islands’. Towards the end of peacemaking the 
Board of Trade could not supply any systematic statistics (or any statis-
tics at all?) on the size of the African trade, which was widely accepted as 
being the foundation for the whole North Atlantic ‘triangle’ of trade.107

The information defi cit lingered on. The old machinery of govern-
ment remained almost useless for many decades yet. Between 1801 
and 1854 the colonies and the War Offi ce were linked together under a 
single secretary of state. Only in mid- Victorian times was a civil service 
properly established, on the triune principles of merit, neutrality, and 
anonymity. Gradually it became accepted that for these principles to 
work, political masters must carry responsibility. As late as 1833 James 
Stephen had to beg Lord Grey not to let his name be associated with 
the Emancipation Act, because his unpopularity would prejudice the 
measure.108 But also in 1833 the principle of entry by examination was 
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established in Indian administration, with Macaulay saying he hoped it 
would enable them to ‘fi ll the magistracies of our Eastern Empire with 
men who will do honour to their country, with men who may represent 
the best part of the English nation’ (that is, men with an Oxbridge edu-
cation). However, it was only from 1853 that the principle of competitive 
examination for the Indian Civil Service and the Home Civil Service 
(which included the Colonial Offi ce) replaced that of merely attaining a 
certain pass level, a change recommended in the Northcote–Trevelyan 
Report. Macaulay believed this would infallibly raise the standard of 
administrative excellence.109 Great faith was placed in this principle, the 
cornerstone of recruitment to the Civil Service. Graham Wallas wrote 
that ‘The creation of this Service was the one great political invention in 
nineteenth- century England.’110

Selection by competitive examination certainly enabled the Colonial 
Offi ce by the beginning of the twentieth century to obtain offi cials 
of the highest calibre. Joseph Chamberlain as secretary of state 
(1895–1903) had shaken the department up. Before that it had been 
a backwater. (One senior offi cial did all his work at home; less fortu-
nate juniors arrived at noon and left at 5.30 p.m., having meanwhile 
taken time off for lunch and games of fi ves and darts; the medical 
missionary Mary Kingsley described colonial policy in the early 1890s 
as ‘a coma, accompanied by fi ts’.111) From about 1900 the contribu-
tion the bureaucracy could make to the running of the empire steadily 
improved, at its best providing continuity, stability, and expert advice, 
in partnership with politicians. What has been called ‘the offi cial mind 
of imperialism’ relied on accumulated assumptions, well- tried tech-
niques, and ‘the cold rules for national safety’ handed down from one 
generation to another.112

It is dangerously easy for historians to criticise the politicians and 
governments of a former era. It is not simply that we know the outcome 
and they could not, and that hindsight may operate unfairly, apply-
ing changed criteria, but that an understanding of how politicians and 
governments operate may be hazy. There are, however, a few things it 
is well to bear in mind. First, it should be recognised that at all times, 
whether in offi ce or out of it, politicians have to use the words they 
judge appropriate to persuading their hearers, whether colleagues, oppo-
nents, constituents, foreign allies, or interviewers. Rhetoric is one of the 
tools of the political trade. We need not assume that every appeal to 
popular sentiment represents intellectual conviction, or that politicians 
always said in public what they thought in private. This is why policy-
 formation has to be studied archivally. Secondly, it cannot be stated too 
emphatically that ‘politics is the art of the possible’. Bismarck’s famous 
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aphorism goes right to the heart of the nature of government. Decisions 
cannot always be about what is objectively ‘best’, but have to refl ect 
what is acceptable, affordable, implementable. The 8th Earl of Elgin as 
governor- general in Canada lamented how rare it was to have a simple 
choice ‘between a clearly right and a clearly wrong course’ (1849).113 
Lord Cromer in Egypt a generation later noted that sometimes it was 
necessary to make ‘a choice of evils or act on imperfect evidence’; the 
result was that ‘the conduct of public affairs . . . is at best a very rough 
and unscientifi c process’.114 Attlee, the master- pragmatist among British 
prime ministers – who testily told Ernest Bevin he was himself ‘not 
defeatist but realist’ about India – adopted as his motto ‘accept the inev-
itable pleasantly’.115 Thirdly, the pressures towards continuity of policy 
through changes of government are considerable. In 1881 Gladstone 
wrote (in typically prolix fashion), ‘We were certainly not returned to 
Parliament to carry forward the Foreign Policy of the last Government 
. . . Nevertheless, sensible of the expediency of maintaining as far as may 
be a continuity in Foreign Policy we sought for a ground of action which 
might be common to both political parties.’ It follows that little reli-
ance should be placed on what is said in Opposition. Here is Gladstone 
again, an honourable man, who said ‘statements made in Opposition 
are not to be taken too literally when in offi ce’, and who explained to 
an unamused Queen Victoria that he would not have said the things he 
did in the Midlothian campaign if he had been in offi ce, ‘which is more 
constricting’.116 Offi ce forces a change in perspective, and gives access 
to information not available outside it. Striking changes in direction can 
result.

In addition to pressures towards continuity, with treaties and con-
tractual obligations to be observed, there are manifestos to remember, 
political alliances, voting patterns, and parliamentary majorities to cal-
culate, and authoritative advice to ponder, to say nothing of the inter-
 departmental rivalries and media reactions – all of which have to be 
taken into account. In other words, government is about taking almost 
impossibly wide perspectives, and it is an extremely diffi cult business. 
Historians should respect that fact, at least when they are assessing intel-
ligent men of goodwill and sound mind. There is a memorable unpub-
lished letter from Lord Cromer to John Morley, written after reading his 
Life of Gladstone:

More than forty years experience behind the scenes of political life has led me to 
be a very indulgent critic on the faults of political men. I have come to the com-
monplace but very true conclusion, stated by Taine in the preface to his great 
work – namely, that the government of human beings is a very diffi cult task, and 
that in dealing with them it is far easier to go wrong than to go right.117
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So then: if all forms of government are diffi cult to get right, how much 
the more is this true of government of an empire, especially one so struc-
turally diverse as Britannia’s. Seeley wrote of India: ‘we cannot delude 
ourselves here as we do in questions of franchise or taxation, so as to 
fancy that commonsense or common morality will suffi ce to lead us to a 
true opinion’; in ruling distant dependencies, ‘the national interest [is] 
hard to discern and hard to protect’.118

Politicians may struggle to take decisions. To have ‘a right judgment 
in all things’ is indeed something to be prayed for. It is always easier to 
make a diagnosis than to suggest a workable remedy. The civil servants 
are there to help, and it is the essence of modern British government 
that experienced advice should be available. In a general sense it is indis-
pensable. But it can be ignored, and offi cials do not necessarily agree, 
leaving a secretary of state or cabinet free to choose between confl icting 
advice and options. And there is another problem. Historians often criti-
cise policy- makers for not devising long- term policies. But for politicians 
and offi cials alike, the pressure of everyday business is, in the main, such 
as to preclude taking the longer view. Members of the Liberal govern-
ment of 1905 to 1908 pondered this. The worst of cabinet government, 
remarked John Morley (secretary of state for India), was that ministers 
lived for the day and were content to leave their successors to fend for 
themselves; a minister who presumed for a few minutes to draw atten-
tion to a possible day after tomorrow was dismissed as a bore, and of the 
worst kind, an irrelevant bore. Moreover, as Lord Elgin (the secretary 
of state for the colonies) put it, there was a real danger ‘in looking too 
far ahead and not observing the rocks that may be under the bows’.119 
In the 1940s, an offi cial anxious to develop forward planning for the 
empire was told this was a foreign and un- English thing to do (see below, 
chapter 9, pp. 284–5).

There is little place in governmental decision- making for acting upon 
doctrinaire principles or the fi ercer dictates of morality. We have seen 
how hard it was to have an ethical colonial policy, but at least in that 
sphere inter- state power adjustments were not automatically involved, 
except in Anglo- Russian relations on the North- West Frontier of India. 
(See map 3.1.) However, international relations are inescapably and 
always about power and prestige. An ‘ethical foreign policy’ invariably 
fails. Force and power exist: that is the reality, whether politicians, or 
any of us, like it or not. You do not have to be in favour of physical force 
to recognise its operation in the real world.120 To quote Gladstone once 
more: ‘however deplorable wars may be, they are among the necessities 
of our condition’.121 And for Bismarck, the true morality in politics was 
not the application of an ethical code, but ‘freedom from prejudice’, the 
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‘habit of deciding, independently of any feelings of antipathy to, or pref-
erence for, foreign states and their rulers’. A surrender to ‘sympathies 
and antipathies’ could not be reconciled with the duty of governing: 
anyone who acted in this way, Bismarck declared, ‘ceases to be a politi-
cian and acts according to his personal caprice’.122 Churchill was equally 
explicit in rejecting the error of confusing morals and politics. In 1936, 
as war approached, he said:

If the circumstances were reversed we would equally be pro- German and anti-
 French. It is a law of public policy which we are following, and not a mere 
expedient, dictated by accidental circumstances, or likes or dislikes, or any other 
sentiment, so we should not be accused of being pro- French or anti- German.

The safety of the state must be defended by force if necessary, for in 
Churchill’s view it was not on the terms of Christian ethics that ‘minis-
ters assume their responsibility for guiding states’.123 (Of course not all 
politicians have comparably realistic insights.124)

If there is little scope for the application of panaceas, pacifi sm, or the 
more challenging Christian precepts, is there a greater role for history? 
A knowledge of what has happened before can be valuable, and the 
civil service should be able to provide it. Seeley said politicians should 
read history to guard against the false analogies of those who do not.125 
Politicians have always been attracted by analogies, and, like preach-
ers in their sermons, tend to rely on them, if only because they seem 
attractive rhetorical devices. But, lacking historical knowledge, politi-
cians can have an unhappy knack of seizing upon the wrong analogy. 
The classic case of this – the apotheosis of an embarrassing tendency 
– was Sir Anthony Eden’s use of analogy during the Suez Crisis of 
1956. Eden later unrepentantly described the theme of his memoirs 
as ‘the lessons of the thirties and their application to the fi fties’. (He 
conceded that this might have been more easily displayed if he had 
written volume one fi rst – but of course priority had to be given to his 
Suez apologia.)126 Eden seemed to forget that much had changed in the 
meantime – despite the efforts of offi cials to remind him. The correct 
analogue for Colonel Abdul Nasser in the 1950s was not Adolf Hitler 
or Mussolini in the 1930s, but the Egyptian army offi cer Urabi Pasha in 
the 1880s. Even so, false analogies alone do not a disaster make. What 
was fatal was the devious way Eden, a sick man, bypassed the normal 
processes of government decision- making, refusing all advice except 
from one or two people who only encouraged him in his tragically mis-
taken and atavistic attempt to play power- politics without American 
support. The Cabinet itself was kept at the fringes of operational plan-
ning for Suez.127
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Normally, in the fi nal analysis, the British Cabinet is at the apex of 
decision- making machinery. It is in the nature of collective decisions 
that most things considered are controversial, capable of being looked 
at in different ways. This indeed is why they had to come to Cabinet for 
resolution. In any case on really important issues, opinion around a table 
will tend to divide participants almost evenly for and against. People 
have to allow their own commonsense opinions (for thus they will see 
them) to be set aside by the pressure of a group dynamic, and the con-
vention of cabinet government is that ministers accept the consequences 
of ‘collective responsibility’. The result can only be ‘an approximation 
of ideas’, a compromise.128 The minutes of British Cabinet meetings are 
full of statements to the effect that ‘on the one hand it was argued’, but 
also ‘as against this’ or ‘on the other hand it was felt’. The ministerial 
conclusions arrived at are then formulated in the offi cial phrase, ‘the 
balance of advantage’ lay with one particular line of action rather than 
any alternative.

The art of good decision- making often resides in no more than 
identifying the simplest solution. Historians of high politics are apt to 
make rather a lot of assertions which rationalise decisions taken. This 
proceeding is methodologically more problematic than sometimes 
realised. Do we read into them aims which were not there? When was 
a decision taken, why at one time rather than another? Why did it 
involve a choice between some options and not others? Do historians 
over- complicate the way decisions are arrived at? What about intuition 
and snap judgments? Is a decision always the best route forward?129 
‘Sometimes’, wrote Churchill, ‘there are great advantages in letting 
things slide for a while,’ or adopting what he used to call ‘a patient 
sulky pig’ posture.130

The three chapters in Part III all draw on government records. The 
fi rst is an operational sketch of the imperial bureaucracy in the twentieth 
century, paying special attention to one of the Colonial Offi ce’s main 
concerns, the implementation of trusteeship (chapter 7). The second 
intensively deploys archival material to discuss African policy under the 
Labour government of 1945 to 1951 (chapter 8). The third puts under 
the microscope the career of a little- known offi cial, who nevertheless, 
under a left- wing administration, played a big part in the early post- war 
stages of what became the dismantling of the empire (chapter 9).

IV Great men: the individual and responsibility

The relationship between ‘statesmen’ (not now a term in favour) and 
events and their causes remains a contentious issue for historians. For 
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some it is not leaders who determine outcomes so much as the societies 
and systems in which they operate, their history or their lack of history. 
A great deal has been written analysing impersonal structural forces, 
conditioning contexts, long- term trends, and so forth. Some writers 
insist that a nation’s actions, especially in war and diplomacy, are deter-
mined as much or more by the moves of other states than by their own 
objectives and actions. Plenty of historians are, however, persuaded 
that individuals can have a profound infl uence, that different decisions 
at specifi c moments in time can effect turning points, even change the 
course of history.

Whatever the truth of the matter, there is certainly a need for caution 
in assessing the responsibility of individuals for events. Imperial histo-
rians are aware that there has been much propagandist and historio-
graphical emphasis on hero- fi gures, almost a relentless search for heroes 
of ‘our empire story’. Some are popular fi gures, others admired only 
by academics. The list includes Captain Cook, Admiral Nelson and 
General Gordon, Cobden and Lord Durham, Disraeli and Churchill, 
Livingstone and Gandhi, Rhodes, Smuts, and Mountbatten. Several of 
these men made large, even boastful claims for their own infl uence and 
importance.

Churchill appears to be an example of an individual who can survive 
the historian’s scrutiny of his reputation and self- promotion. In any case, 
it is plain that any study of the British empire in the twentieth century 
cannot escape the ubiquitous presence of Winston Churchill. He was 
a central actor in its fortunes, decline and fall no less: fi rst as a soldier 
in late Victorian years, on the North- West Frontier of India, and in the 
Sudan, and as a war correspondent during the South African War; then 
as a politician – under- secretary of state for the colonies (1905–8), fi rst 
lord of the Admiralty (1911–15), minister for munitions (1917), secre-
tary of state for war and air (1919–21), and for the colonies (1921–2), 
chancellor of the Exchequer (1924–9), from 1929 to 1935 a leading 
opponent of Indian constitutional reform, fi rst lord of the Admiralty 
(again, 1939–40), and fi nally prime minister in war and peace, 1940–5, 
and 1951–5. In addition, Churchill is popularly regarded as Britain’s 
‘best’ prime minister, even as ‘the greatest Englishman’, a virtual can-
onisation. Be that as it may, Churchill had a remarkable intelligence, 
fl air, and talent, an exceptionally long and varied political career (though 
he thought of himself primarily as someone who had ‘always earned 
my living by my pen and my tongue’131). Above all he ‘continues to 
glow’, and has an almost unique and continuing capacity to fascinate.132 
Strangely, though, among the bewildering array of monographs on every 
conceivable aspect of the great man, a comprehensive study of ‘Churchill 
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and the empire’ is almost the last gap to be fi lled.133 Piers Brendon’s brief 
overview has remained unpublished.134

The conclusion I draw from my own studies of Churchill and the 
colonial empire is that Churchill saw it in the wider perspective of con-
cerns about Britain’s international standing or prestige, and the need 
for domestic and imperial policies capable of supporting it. I agree with 
the view that Churchill was ‘never really an empire man’. By contrast, 
Piers Brendon argues that ‘the empire was the grand theme informing 
his world- view’, believing it to be ‘integral to the greatness – one might 
say the racial superiority – of Britain and (to a lesser extent) because 
it meant that his own career was acted out on a suitably grand stage’. 
This is not necessarily incompatible with my argument that Churchill 
appreciated the empire more for its rhetorical value than anything 
else. However, Brendon makes two suggestions which usefully modify 
the picture I paint. One is that Churchill’s enthusiasm for empire was 
subject to inconsistencies, ambivalences, and fl uctuations. The author 
of The River War (in the Sudan) (1899) is a more racially sensitive 
man than the Indian army soldier in The story of the Malakand Field-
 Force (1898). Churchill became more liberal about imperial policy, 
even high- minded, after he moved into the Liberal Party in 1904 and 
rapidly into responsible ministerial offi ce. For a while he was even able 
to satisfy Wilfrid Blunt, the ‘anti- imperialist’ critic of empire, as ‘sound 
on the native question in India and in general about the enslavement 
of the coloured races by the white races’ – until, that is, his preoccupa-
tions at the Admiralty returned him to a more ‘militaristic groove’.135 
Churchill’s attitude hardened even further in the 1920s (back now in the 
Conservative Party). This was crystallised by his persistently ‘Victorian’, 
and indeed extreme right- wing, approach to Indian constitutional 
advance, and by his commitment to Zionism in Palestine. Wartime lead-
ership and colonial contributions to the war effort stamped themselves 
into his eloquence (‘If the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for 
a thousand years, men will say, “this was their fi nest hour”.’). Although 
unhappy about independence for India in 1947, thereafter he reluctantly 
realised that imperial attitudes were obsolescent.

The other main modifi cation to my picture which Brendon demon-
strates is that, however moderate and pragmatic Churchill’s involvement 
with African and broad colonial issues may have been, it was, before 
1947, very different with India and the Indians. Churchill seems to 
have retained an almost lifelong dislike of Indians, and a considerable 
contempt for them. It is therefore with India that we see the most impor-
tant illustration of Leo Amery’s opinion that ‘the key to Winston is to 
understand that he is a mid- Victorian’. Amery observed that India could 
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raise in Churchill ‘a wholly uncontrollable “grand passion” on the whole 
subject of the humiliation of being kicked out of India by the beastliest 
people in the world next to the Germans’.136

Investigating Churchill needs to be balanced against analysis of a colo-
nial politician, and Smuts suggests himself. For forty years of his life, Jan 
Smuts was identifi ed in Britain as the representative fi gure of the Union 
of South Africa. The intertwining of his career with the empire and 
Commonwealth was more or less contemporaneous with Churchill’s, 
and almost equally long, and it has many echoes. They were friends. 
Smuts invented the term ‘British Commonwealth of Nations’ which 
became in its day the accepted designation. Professor Mansergh chose 
him as one of his three ‘Men of Commonwealth’ accorded special treat-
ment in The Commonwealth experience.137 Understanding Smuts will cer-
tainly lead us to some central features of the South African state, notably 
that it was inherently expansionist, though unsuccessful in a formal 
geopolitical sense. It is a career which shows up sharply the nature of the 
relationship between charismatic individual leaders and the society from 
which they spring, and which they may or may not genuinely represent.

Smuts, with his historical and philosophical turn of mind, always had 
a sense of how diffi cult it was for leaders to ‘make a difference’. He was 
sometimes depressed by a feeling of powerlessness in the face of the 
world’s problems. Nevertheless, leaders had ‘to labour on with our little 
palliatives and keep the show going with some appearance of human 
decency’. Since the effectiveness of political action could only be limited, 
his instinct was to ‘let the situation develop’, before having to decide 
between awkward alternatives. From the election of 1929 onwards the 
harder- line Afrikaners in the National Party began to make this charac-
teristic into an accusation, and to represent it as a threat. Smuts, they 
said, stood for niksdoen, drifting (‘letting things develop’). This in com-
bination with his northward expansionist policies – the electors were 
told by his opponents – meant letting white civilisation drift on to the 
rocks, until South Africa drowned in a black sea. These accusations and 
threats proved fatal to Smuts in the election of 1948. He had been aware 
of the danger, and it is one reason why he seemed so slow to deal with 
‘the native question’. He claimed that he would do ‘whatever is politi-
cally possible . . . But I dare not do anything which will outpace public 
opinion too much.’138

With Smuts, people felt themselves to be in the presence of great-
ness. Smuts himself thought that ‘great men have an air, a form about 
them which stamps them apart from their fellows’. But he was appalled 
by Hitler, ‘small, beastly and brutish’. How was it, he wondered, that 
‘so small and commonplace a person can wield such infl uence for evil’? 
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For Smuts, greatness could be identifi ed in humane and magnanimous 
spirits like President Kruger, Campbell- Bannerman, Churchill, and 
Emily Hobhouse.139

Of course, not all persons of great infl uence have to be ‘great men’. 
To return our analysis to the management of the empire, if we look at 
the role of the ‘men on the spot’, the commanders and governors, the 
viceroys and proconsuls, it seems incontestable that masterful individu-
als could play a defi nite part in determining policy, provided they had 
the support of their political bosses, and even, sometimes, if they did not. 
It would be a gross distortion of the high commissioner’s role in South 
Africa to reduce causation of the Anglo- Boer War simply to its being 
‘Milner’s War’. But Milner was without doubt instrumental in escalating 
the crisis. In decolonisation, too, there are examples of proconsuls who 
had a big impact. Lord Mountbatten in India, Sir Charles Arden- Clarke 
in the Gold Coast, and Sir Richard Turnbull in Tanganyika were not 
the strategic architects deciding upon independence as the goal, but they 
exercised major infl uence on its timing, in each case speeding up the 
timetable. Any theory of ‘imperialism’ ought to be able to accommodate 
the role of individuals, and I have attempted to do this in chapter 1, 
where I suggest that the proconsul stood in a pivotal position between 
metropolitan decision- making and local pressures.

Is it possible from the (relatively limited) arena of the empire to 
suggest any generalisation about the individual’s responsibility for 
events in history? Although Churchill’s history of the Second World 
War revolves around the overriding theme that history is determined by 
men at the top,140 when his colleagues tried to credit him with having 
inspired the British people to victory, Churchill corrected them. It had 
fallen to him to express the will of the nation, what was in the hearts of 
the British people, but ‘It was a nation and a race dwelling all round the 
globe that had the lion’s heart. I had the luck to be called upon to give 
the roar. I also hope that I sometimes suggested to the lion the right 
places to use his claws.’141 This seems to point us in the right direction. 
It is indeed probable that the most profound truths about the infl uence 
of ‘great men’ on events were articulated by Bismarck. A statesman, he 
said, cannot create the stream of time – he can only try to navigate it. Or 
again: ‘A statesmen cannot create anything himself; he must wait and 
listen until he hears the steps of God sounding through events and then 
leap up and grasp the hem of his garment.’142

The chapter on Smuts in his South African context (chapter 12) 
seems to demonstrate limits on the ability of even the most impressive 
and intelligent leaders to determine the direction of events in their own 
societies. The two snapshots of Churchill, concentrating on his earlier 
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periods in offi ce, 1905–11 (chapter 10) and 1921–2 (chapter 11), aim 
to elucidate the formation of his views on empire, and put them in the 
perspective of his concerns as a whole.

V Sexuality: putting sex into perspective

Sex is an area which demonstrates powerfully the cultural distance 
between European and other societies. To an extraordinary extent, 
promiscuity, prostitution, and sodomy were depicted as central char-
acteristics of the Asian Other; and it was this which could be invoked 
to represent Asians as inferior and unfi t for self- rule.143 Cultural differ-
ences of perception about sex are profound, whether located in past time 
or contemporary experience. There can also be angry disagreements 
within cultures as to what is acceptable, and changes can occur from 
generation to generation, as morality is recalibrated. For example, the 
Victorian taboo against juvenile masturbation has been slowly removed 
– perhaps there was no need to worry that it would bring about the fall 
of the empire once the empire had gone. But fundamentally it is clear 
that today’s understanding of sexuality in Western societies is rooted in 
gender, in dividing people into clumsy categories of heterosexual and 
homosexual.144 Such a sexual schema identifi es and emphasises sexual 
orientation (being something) as against focusing on actual experience 
and roles adopted (doing something – which can blur the categories). 
This dichotomy of ‘being’ would be unintelligible in most other times 
and most other places. And indeed ‘homosexuality’ is comparatively 
recent even as a Western classifi cation – the term was invented in the 
1860s and only reached England in the 1890s. The idea of invented cat-
egories in the late nineteenth century is often associated with Foucault. 
It is now unpopular with many in the gay community (who prefer to 
see their sexuality as inborn, rather than socially constructed, and with 
a much older pedigree). On the other hand, most human societies do 
seem to have got along well enough without such labels and concepts. 
Some have regarded sex between males as normal and noble. Moreover, 
fi xing a sexually dimorphic identity not only ignores the possible plural-
ity of sexualities, but would also appear to have pushed ‘homosexuals’ 
into the position of an Other (leading to homophobia). As an alternative, 
it has been argued that perhaps the world’s most widespread way of 
dividing sexual preference, since the Greeks and the Romans, has been 
between active and passive. Under such a code, ‘the normal active male’ 
would have partners of both sexes; if there were any ‘homosexuals’ in the 
Western sense (in the main, men exclusively attracted to males) in other 
cultures, at other times, and in other places, it is unlikely they would 
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have known themselves to be such, nor would they have been recognised 
in this way.145

Put simplistically, much of the rest of the world has traditionally had 
attitudes towards sex which were open and uncomplicated, and accord-
ingly were regarded by the West as libertarian, to put it mildly. The 
Eurocentric imposition on the rest of the world of its own local code 
– with Judaeo- Christian prohibitions about sex – has had a profound 
impact on other traditions. Sometimes this has been positive in terms 
of human rights, especially for women. Sometimes, however, Western 
sexual chauvinism has led to entire indigenous male- to- male systems 
being wiped out, amounting in China and Japan, in the opinion of some 
historians, to ‘a cultural vandalism’ of the fi rst order. Of course a degree 
of agency must be allowed to non- Western peoples for their moral 
choices in the modern world, and they have had a degree of autonomy 
in reinterpreting European notions of sexual identity and sexual politics. 
But there is no doubt what has caused the choices to be made.146

Nowhere were divergent interpretations of sexuality more obvious 
than between the West and China. Westerners found two aspects of 
the Chinese tradition particularly hard to come to terms with. One was 
footbinding. The other was sodomy, endemic and openly indulged. 
Footbinding of girls was a painful deforming process, in which a child’s 
toes (except the big toe) were bent underneath and fused, forming a 
soft contoured arch and a protuberant big toe. Adult feet required daily 
bandaging. Footbinding has been described as an amazing piece of 
‘physio- psycho- sociological engineering’, and it spread to all ranks of 
Chinese society. The preferred length of a woman’s foot was three to 
four inches. The ‘lotus foot’ could be reckoned more alluring than facial 
beauty, and it was a primary focus of sexual attention. The tiny foot, thus 
rendered highly sensitive by the compacting together of nerve- endings, 
could be sucked: ‘pedo- fellatio’ we might call it, and there were other 
podo- erotic delights too, such as phallic manipulation. The Chinese 
believed that footbinding increased female erogenous response by fi fty 
per cent, especially by improving vaginal tautness.147

British visitors, from Lord Macartney’s entourage in the 1790s to 
Sidney and Beatrice Webb in 1911, might become aware of prevalent 
sodomy. John Barrow in the 1790s noticed that many high offi cials at the 
emperor’s court were constantly attended by handsome pipe- bearers in 
their early teens; by their gestures, the offi cials ‘left us in no doubt what 
use they made of them’. The Webbs dismissed the Chinese as ‘essen-
tially an unclean race’, physically and mentally rotten, ‘a horrid race’, 
devastated by drugs and ‘abnormal sexual indulgence’.148 In between 
Macartney and the Webbs, the German writer G. Schegel in 1866 drew 
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an alarming picture of Fujian, where ‘unnatural vice had reached its 
peak’ during the recent Opium War: ‘English and French troops found 
entire institutions where boys of eleven or twelve years old were trained 
for male prostitution.’149 ‘The chosen people of debauchery’ was how 
Sir Richard Burton described the Chinese, and he knew a lot about such 
things. But even he was rather shocked by the extraordinary range of 
their erotic artifi ces and artefacts.150 No other people indeed has ever 
produced so many elaborate sex manuals (‘pillow- books’), erotic orna-
ments, or dildoes. The Chinese were obsessed by dildoes – dildoes of 
every size and shape, dildoes of wood, of ivory, of china. Prostitution 
was well established, not least through a quasi- servile domestic au pair 
arrangement (mui tsai). Brothel- owners were usually members of secret 
societies, and the atmosphere in their establishments could be cruel and 
unpleasant. In leading brothel- towns like Tientsin, brothels existed in 
fi ve different grades, with a complicated system of taxation. According 
to a Western observer in 1860, there were thirty- fi ve Tientsin male 
brothels, housing eight hundred boys. Sex between males was said to be 
especially characteristic of China north of the Yellow River, where some 
towns were notorious for their lascivious actors, barbers, and bath- house 
attendants; indeed, any man from Tientsin was automatically assumed 
to practise anal intercourse. Generally speaking, Chinese men expected 
to pursue a variety of sexual outlets, rather like the ancient Greeks and 
Romans.151 With all- male scholar- offi cial elites and training schools, 
and commoner sworn- brotherhoods in innumerable secret societies, 
‘this was a culture where we could expect homosocial bonding to reach 
the state of a very high art’.152 Moreover, the theatrical profession was 
synonymous with male sex and boy prostitution. Boy actors were trained 
in their dual arts from the age of eight or nine, sleeping naked in well-
 heated dormitories. There are graphic representations of this kind of sce-
nario in the fi lm directed by Chen Kaige, Farewell my concubine (1993). 
Boy- love had a widespread presence among all classes and in all regions, 
with a considerable presence in Peking (Beijing) and other major cities. 
Sodomitically orientated, the sexual training of young boys was geared to 
effeminisation, anal dilation, and acrobatic fl exibility, and it was enforced 
with sadistic punishments, such as caning on the soles of the feet. Some 
boys were also subjected to footbinding.153 The resulting situation, if it 
did not repel European men, completely fascinated them. Many sought 
out Chinese boy- brothels, in suffi cient numbers, at any rate, for it to be 
the subject of offi cial annual warnings to the populace by the superin-
tendent of trade at Canton: do not indulge the Western barbarians with 
all our best favours. However, for almost all Westerners, different atti-
tudes towards ‘homosexuality’ formed a fundamental barrier, for, as an 
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imperial Chinese compilation of the 1750s had noted, with puzzlement, 
of European sexuality: ‘Their custom is to esteem women, and they 
think lightly of males.’154

Awareness of different cultural traditions in the understanding of sex 
is one essential perspective. There are two more to be considered. One 
is how to determine the place of sexual activity within the framework of 
an individual’s life as a whole. The other involves a moral perspective: 
how to assess the extent to which Europeans overseas seeking out sexual 
opportunities were being exploitative.

What, then, did sexual relationships, whether with European or non-
 European partners, with boys and men as well as women, actually mean 
to those who had them?155 Conceptually, we may employ the theory that 
the sexual activities we study were essentially parergal: that is to say, they 
were recreational side- lines, subordinate interests, subsidiary to the main 
business of life, sometimes divergent from the principal characteristics of 
a public persona. To conceptualise them in this way is not, however, to 
argue that these relationships were unimportant (or trivial for those on 
the receiving end). These sexual activities may have had no specifi c direct 
impact on an individual’s public performance, but this does not mean 
that the historian can ignore them. Their indirect signifi cance could be 
subtly fundamental. The careless sensuality of promiscuous relationships 
– which can often strike us as frivolous, adolescent, or reckless – could 
be the hidden side of responsibility and maturity, the obverse of achieve-
ment, perhaps even of fame, won through self- discipline. In the total 
structure of personality, the parergon, as a concealed sexual hobby, can 
be a major component, perhaps even energising or stabilising the whole. 
Especially in a war- zone, or in an unfamiliar environment, in times of 
hardship, readjustment, and loneliness – and this is after all what life on 
the imperial frontier invariably involved – it is not at all certain that men 
could function properly as agents of empire without an effective par-
ergon life, and all the memories, fantasies, and expectations that could 
go with it. In this sense, the sexual aspects of personality do matter. And 
it does make a difference that overseas service of the empire, whether 
as trader, soldier, or administrator, could sometimes, and especially in 
the Victorian era, provide easy opportunities for fi nding sexual outlets. 
Whether these activities have automatically to be described as exploita-
tion is hard to say. Our (Western) impulse may be to condemn them 
outright. But sometimes they manifestly fi tted in to local cultural norms, 
and it is perhaps worth reminding ourselves how little actual evidence 
exists about individual non- European feelings. We make assumptions, 
but we simply do not know enough about what these sexual encounters 
meant to the recipients. Sometimes pride might be taken in them; there 
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might in some circumstances even have been a certain prestige in having 
a foreign lover with a lighter skin. But this could be the case whether the 
encounter was within a specifi cally imperial framework or not.

The question of sexual exploitation of non- Europeans is obviously an 
important one. Power is the issue here: and whether sexual activity within 
the colonial relationship has a heightened reprehensibility. Feminists 
insist that all sex between white men and black women was contami-
nated by the unequal power relationship within colonialism itself. This 
is partly because they envisage all sex between men and women as an 
exertion of male power, thinly disguised rape in many cases. This seems 
unduly cynical. The truth is, surely, that the vast majority of men have 
no such selfi sh agenda. They just want pleasurable sex. But what, it may 
be asked, about sex in a colonial setting? Victorious soldiers the world 
over and at all times have, notoriously, raped the women of defeated 
peoples. But within the settled structures of imperial administration it 
was quite different. After all, what sanctions, let alone support, could a 
district offi cer call upon to coerce women if, as certainly happened, they 
said ‘no’ to his advances? Once imperial regimes were put on a proper 
and regular footing, the British government offi cially set its face against 
concubinage and all types of ‘immoral behaviour’ with subject peoples. 
The French, by contrast, had a more relaxed attitude. And the historian 
of métissage and miscegenation (race- mixing) in French West Africa 
warns about interpreting inter- racial sex ‘simply in terms of French 
strength and African powerlessness’; he urges us to recognise that métis-
sage might be ‘mutually benefi cial to French and Africans alike’.156 In 
practice, British authorities also often took a fairly indulgent view of the 
predicament of unmarried, lonely young offi cers serving overseas, who 
found restraint diffi cult, or who were, in the words of one offi cial, ‘cursed 
with an unruly member’.157 ‘Immoral conduct with native women’ was 
not, after all, a criminal offence.158

Although I am prepared to use the term ‘sexual exploitation’, this by 
no means implies that I think it is a straightforward issue. I try to be 
non- judgmental in my accounts of sexual desire which found expression 
within service of the empire. (This perhaps raises problems of its own: 
see note, p. 417 below).159 The two case- studies printed in Part V present 
the evidence, and readers will decide for themselves how far they involve 
truly exploitative behaviour. Hubert Silberrad was a compulsive wom-
aniser in the Kenya colonial service in Edwardian times (chapter 15). 
His contemporary, Captain Ken Searight, was a boy- loving soldier in 
the Indian army (chapter 16). These case- studies have been selected not 
only to represent the range of sexual options which might be encountered 
overseas, but also because of the attention their stories attracted when I 
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fi rst laid them before the reading public. Searight is now a seriously dis-
cussed fi gure,160 while the Silberrad episode, and the Crewe Circular to 
which it largely gave rise, is now widely recognised as important.161 The 
preceding chapters on sexuality are very different in scale. ‘Empire and 
sexuality’ is a synoptic survey covering almost the whole world (chapter 
13). This is followed by a chapter which throws the spotlight on to one 
specifi c image, looking at the Other through perceptions of the penis, 
and it engages with the myth of the ‘black super- penis’; it also considers 
the meaning of ‘identity’ with respect to eighteenth- century European 
captives (chapter 14).

VI  Imperial historians: historiography or ancestor 

worship?

In order properly to appreciate the histories of empire we read, how 
much do we need to know about the imperial historians who wrote 
them? Historiography – the history of history, of changing interpreta-
tions – sounds rather grand, but is it academic self- indulgence?162

Historians should not avoid giving opinions and making judgments. 
Without them we risk killing off the subject. So perhaps it helps to know 
where the opinions are coming from. That is one thing. But presup-
positions and commitments may induce less obvious underlying forms 
of bias, imputing our values to people of the past. Nowadays everyone 
is well aware of the dangers of this, and personal bias is no longer as 
common as once it was. Historians today try to be objective. In some 
fi elds this is harder than others. Although the ‘heavy weight of pietistic 
fl apdoodle that once passed for ecclesiastical history’ has long since 
disappeared,163 it remains the case that when we are reading about the 
Reformation, it is useful to bear in mind that Knowles, Scarisbrick, and 
Duffy are Roman Catholics, and Dickens, Collinson, and MacCulloch 
are not. In imperial history there is no such obvious difference or poten-
tial predisposition to a particular interpretation. There is merely a broad 
distinction to be made, perhaps, between those who think the empire 
was a good thing, and those who do not, or who are at least ambivalent 
about it. Nor is there any clear national divide: not all Indians denounce 
the Raj and not all Brits praise it. Unlike ecclesiastical historians who 
differ by denomination and confession, those who have written about the 
empire seem to differ mainly according to the generation to which they 
belong. Since the Second World War, and now that the era of histori-
ans as devotees of the Commonwealth and advisers to government has 
passed away, eulogising the empire is out of fashion academically.164 We 
are all of us Young Turks these days – or we are if we hope to be taken 
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seriously. This does not mean we can disregard our ancestors. We ought 
as historians to know where we stand today in relation to the evolution of 
our subject. There are two foundational texts to consider briefl y.

Sir John Seeley has a good claim to be regarded as the founder of 
imperial history. His famous book, The expansion of England (1883), has 
attracted differing assessments. For John Morley it was ‘one of the car-
dinal books of the time’, while G.M. Trevelyan dismissed it as ‘merely a 
clever and timely essay’, however important.165 The book originated as a 
double set of lectures, covering in the fi rst group the eighteenth century 
generally, and then British India. The approach Seeley adopted fused 
two of his prior interests, international relations and the art of politics. 
He aimed, at one level, to throw light on current problems, the ques-
tions of whether the British could reconcile being ‘despotic in Asia and 
democratic in Australia’, and whether Greater Britain could be expected 
to prosper or to fall (p. 156). Seeley was not neutral about this. If Britain 
thought in terms of being ‘simply a European state’, it could, he warned, 
lead to eclipse by the United States and Russia with their superior ter-
ritorial strength. Britain might, however, join them among the fi rst rank 
of nations by bringing about some sort of federal union of imperial 
territories.

Seeley’s view of history as a subject for academic study – barely as yet 
emerging in Cambridge in the 1880s – was that everything depends on 
‘turning narrative into problems’ (p. 202), breaking ‘the fetters of narra-
tive’ with its ‘artless, chronological method’ (p. 166). He was interested in 
‘large considerations’, studying broad effects: ‘his method was, as it were, 
astronomical’ (J.R. Tanner). One of his principal interpretative insights 
was that ‘The expansion in the New World and in Asia is the formula 
which sums up for England the history of the eighteenth century’ (pp. 
10 and 18). The infl uence of the New World had been underestimated. 
In fact it was a transforming experience, and ‘the expansion of England 
is historically far more important than all domestic questions and move-
ments’ (p. 167). The ‘English Exodus’, overseas settler migration, was 
the greatest event of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (p. 17). The 
British had conquered and peopled half the world in ‘a fi t of absence of 
mind’, by which he meant with indifference and without letting it ‘affect 
our imaginations or in any degree to change our ways of thinking’ (p. 10). 
The acquisition of India may have been blind and accidental (p. 307), but 
its governance was the most momentous responsibility assumed ‘by any 
nation since the world began’ (pp. 205–7). Nor was it clear what could 
replace the Raj. Yet Britain remained a distinct organism, ‘complete in 
herself’, and the empire ‘could easily be peeled off’ (p. 296). These things 
needed to be said. They remain stimulating propositions.166
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Hobson’s Imperialism: a study, published in 1902, was not altogether 
dissimilar in character, though its emphasis is on economic explana-
tions. The tone is more critical and politically driven, easier to dismiss 
as a tract for the times. Whereas for Seeley the important issues were the 
‘mutual infl uence’ of states (p. 176) and the ‘religious question’ (such 
as its importance in nationality, p. 137), for Hobson ‘the imperialism 
of England is essentially though not exclusively an economic thing’. 
The under- consumptionist ‘economic taproot of imperialism’ (p. 105) 
was to be found in the manipulations of fi nanciers, capitalists, and ‘the 
great controllers of industry’ (pp. 85, 97). Hobson was a social theorist 
rather than a historian, and there are elements of conspiracy theory 
here and not too much hard historical evidence. Hobson had written a 
previous book attacking the South African War.167 Contrary to what is 
often thought, in Imperialism his fi re was directed not so much to what 
was happening in South Africa as to China. He regarded the uncon-
trolled instinct for taking land (‘kilometritis’ or ‘milo- mania’) as at its 
most rampant and irrational in the struggle for Chinese concessions. 
The conduct of European powers there was ‘the clearest revelation of 
the nature of imperialism’, and it was dangerous, since so little could 
be predicted about the Chinese reaction. As for Africa, there was more 
resounding denunciation: ‘The Pax Britannica, always an impudent 
falsehood, has become a grotesque monster of hypocrisy’, with almost 
incessant fi ghting (p. 126). Such bold strictures against the irrational 
nature of contemporary ‘imperialism’ aligned the book with Liberal 
Party thinking, as a plea for a return to sane values, although there was 
plenty to make it of continuing appeal to Marxists.168

After the striking aphorisms and ‘large considerations’ suggested by 
Seeley and Hobson, with their emphasis on the international or eco-
nomic dimensions of empire, imperial history as a subject of study in the 
early twentieth century became imprisoned in constitutionalism. Purely 
constitutional history, using published selections of documents, was 
the dominant mode of a university education in history. It took a long 
time to release imperial history from these narrow confi nes, and it was 
economic historians who led the way in the 1930s. The most infl uential 
of these was the Australian Keith Hancock, writing within an appar-
ently limited commission to review contemporary affairs in the British 
Commonwealth. The spacious horizons, historical depth, illuminating 
concepts, and literary style that Hancock developed for his Survey of 
British Commonwealth affairs were an inspiration.169 The return of ex- 
servicemen students after the war reinforced his message: that it was 
time to learn more about the British colonies. The war thus provides a 
striking demonstration of how the experiences which life throws up can 
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cause a reorientation of the historian’s focus. The modern framework of 
imperial study began to emerge.

What happened next has been authoritatively called ‘the historio-
graphical revolution of the early 1960s’. ‘We live today’, writes Roger 
Louis, ‘in the shadow of the reshaping of imperial history by Robinson 
and Gallagher and others in the 1950s and 1960s.’170 Briefl y stated, 
what ‘R. and G.’ did was to produce, in a seminal article (1953) and a 
major monograph (1961), a defi nitive shift in the way imperial history 
is written, ‘neither sentimental nor celebratory’, embracing parts of 
the ‘informal empire’ never under the fl ag, emphasising continuities of 
motive and method, and the functionality of ‘collaborative bargains’ with 
local elites,171 and generally adopting fresh angles of vision.172 The result 
was a soaring interest in a revitalised subject, freed from its constitutional 
shackles, and spilling over into the development of regional histories, 
or ‘area studies’ as they became known. For a relatively short period of 
productive excitement it seemed that the history of empires and non-
 European countries was destined quickly to move into the central posi-
tion in historical study. But then two developments caused a stalling of 
progress in this direction. The fi rst was ‘the end of empire’, decolonisa-
tion, entry into the European Community, and the rediscovery of Britain 
as a part of Europe. The second was a vigorous (and unexpected) ‘come-
 back’ staged by traditional British and European history, fuelled in part 
by rediscovering the salience of the history of religion for understanding 
the past. As a by- product of the disorientation which resulted from these 
two developments, there was eventually a search for a ‘new imperial 
history’. It would be based on forms of cultural history, employing the 
scepticism, the techniques, and the jargon of post- modern literary criti-
cism. The ‘new imperial history’ (alternatively known as ‘post- colonial 
studies’ or ‘critical imperial studies’) does not show much respect for 
anything that has gone before it, or for the old masters of the craft. This 
needs to be challenged.

Nelson Mandela was brought up to believe that ‘to neglect one’s 
ancestors would bring ill- fortune and failure in life’. To him it seemed 
a perfectly natural belief.173 And why not? The original statutes of my 
college, dated 1555, laid down that at the beginning and the conclusion 
of every term all the students should be called together to listen to a 
reading of the forty- fourth chapter of the book Ecclesiasticus.174 It would 
remind them of their spiritual and intellectual debts to ‘our fathers that 
begat us . . . giving counsel by their understanding . . . their knowledge 
of learning’. The reading honoured the heroes of the Old Testament, 
Noah and Abraham and the prophets, and others ‘such as found out 
musical tunes, and recited verses in writing’, all those richly furnished 
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with ability – but also those righteous men who had lived peaceable lives 
and left no memorial.

I pay my own tribute as a Cambridge historian, not uncritically, to our 
forerunners, in the two chapters in Part VI. The fi rst brings to the surface 
the often forgotten contributions of research students. The topics they 
chose to work on – or had chosen for them – are excellent indicators 
of changing historical fashion, of what is of primary interest to those at 
the so- called cutting edge. It names some neglected ancestors and fi nds 
for many people a place within a pattern. Perhaps it is even a genuine 
contribution to historiography (chapter 17). The second chapter, the 
fi nal one in the collection, turns to the professorial level, and may seem 
closer to ancestor worship. It includes personal reminiscences of some of 
the giants of our profession whom I was fortunate enough to know and 
to be infl uenced by (chapter 18). It is right that we should remember 
‘our fathers that begat us’, recalling just how much they understood in 
their own day about the empire, and how they helped us to try to realise 
the moral philosopher’s vision of becoming our own cosmography, and 
‘carry within us the wonders we seek without us: there is all Africa and 
her prodigies in us’.175
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1 The primacy of geopolitics: the dynamics of 
British imperial policy, 1763–1963

[Reprinted from the Festschrift for Professor Roger Louis, The statecraft 
of British imperialism: essays in honour of Wm. Roger Louis (ed. R.D. 
King and R. Kilson, 1999), appearing fi rst in the Journal of Imperial and 
Commonwealth History, vol. 27 (1999). The formulation of my ideas on 
this subject particularly benefi ted from discussions with Professor Sir 
Christopher Bayly and Dr T.N. Harper. As yet, the most systematic 
attempt to apply the ‘interaction’ model suggested here has been Peter 
Henshaw’s account of the origins of the South Africa War: ‘Breakdown: 
into war, 1895–1899’, in our joint book The lion and the springbok: 
Britain and South Africa since the Boer War (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 
37–56.]

When in the early 1960s Roger Louis began writing on the history of 
the British empire, the dominant historiographical fashion was to invoke 
economic interpretations, even to subscribe to economic determinism. 
Hobson, Lenin, and the ‘export of surplus capital’ threw a long and 
intimidating shadow over the subject.1 Capitalism and slavery by Eric 
Williams was a key text,2 ‘Economic factors in the history of the empire’ 
by Richard Pares an essential article.3 Vincent Harlow’s monumental 
The founding of the Second British Empire, 1763–1793 argued that a prefer-
ence for ‘trade rather than dominion’ was the general characteristic from 
the late eighteenth century.4 Keith Hancock’s great work, the Survey of 
British Commonwealth affairs, was built around the organising concept of 
moving frontiers of migration, money, and markets.5 Symptomatically, 
the most seminal of all essays in the fi eld, Gallagher and Robinson’s ‘The 
imperialism of free trade’, appeared in the Economic History Review.6 
Moreover, neo- Marxists were about to launch a massive takeover of 
South African history.

Roger Louis’s initial studies were concerned with the partition of 
Central Africa.7 These immediately led him into a world of offi cials and 
statesmen with perceptions and preoccupations of an apparently quite 
different kind. He focused upon Sir Percy Anderson of the Foreign 
Offi ce, a practitioner of Francophobia and realpolitik, who saw the 
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scramble for Africa ‘mainly as a problem of maintaining British power 
and prestige’. With A.J.P. Taylor as his research supervisor, Roger Louis 
thus quickly became convinced that British imperial policy only made 
sense within the context of international relations. The empire for him 
is above all about power politics and international prestige, strategy and 
inter- state perceptions, the Anglo- American relationship, diplomacy and 
defence.8 He continued to fi nd its most revealing records in the Foreign 
Offi ce political archives. In some ways he maintained a strong American 
tradition exemplifi ed in such classic works as William Langer’s The diplo-
macy of imperialism9 and A.J. Marder’s studies of British sea- power.10 
At all events he provided for a generation a necessary corrective and 
effective challenge to the prevailing fashions of British writing about the 
empire.

Why had post- war British historians become so dangerously addicted 
to an assumption that ‘economic imperialism’ would explain more or less 
everything? They admitted such obvious political exceptions as Anglo-
 Russian rivalry in Central Asia, in pursuit of the ‘Great Game’. They were 
prepared to concede that Bismarck’s bid for colonies might be a move 
either in his European policy (Primat der Aussenpolitik) or in his domestic 
policy (Primat der Innenpolitik). They acknowledged the central role of 
army offi cers in driving forward the frontiers of the French and Russian 
empires. They had no diffi culty in accepting that ‘prestige’ might have 
considerable explanatory power for French expansion. But as far as the 
British empire was concerned they insisted – perhaps arrogantly – that 
this was an altogether more complex phenomenon, demanding (suppos-
edly) more sophisticated explanations, which an economic interpretation 
might yield. Certainly they operated against a background in which eco-
nomic historians were gaining a powerful grip over all branches of history 
after the Second World War. A suspicious and sceptical generation was 
perhaps bound to look to material self- interest and entrepreneurial con-
spiracy for explanations in history. Concurrently, too, any alternative 
approach to empire through ‘geopolitics’ – more or less invented by a 
British historical geographer, Sir Halford Mackinder, in the years before 
the First World War – had been discredited by its association with Nazi 
and Fascist expansionist programmes in the 1930s, in which ‘geographi-
cal imperatives were used to legitimize imperialism’.11

I

If we are now to assert or reassert the primacy of geopolitics in gov-
ernmental decision- making about the empire, the underlying assump-
tion will be that there is a fundamental fl aw in all theories of economic 
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determinism. This fl aw is that they are not grounded in any real under-
standing of how governments think. Decisions are taken not by trends 
or abstract phenomena, but by individuals in very small inner groups, 
such as a Cabinet sub- committee. Governments – elders, oligarchs, 
politicians, fi ghting services chiefs, and their various advisers – are by 
defi nition elites. All elites have their own particular ‘cosmologies’, ways 
of looking at the world and interpreting their responsibilities within a 
bureaucratic tradition. In Britain the relevant training of most govern-
ment ministers for ruling the empire has always been minimal. They can 
mostly be made to grasp the basic principles of survival- politics but not 
the technicalities of economics. The British elite, drawn in part from the 
aristocracy for a long period of time, and mostly with an Oxbridge educa-
tion overwhelmingly classical (or more recently historical) in its empha-
sis, was frequently disdainful of business interests. It served a form of 
government heavily committed to laissez- faire, which before 1945 at the 
earliest, had no machinery to hand for formulating national economic 
policy. In any case, government is mostly about response to immedi-
ate problems, in the face of which ministers must concentrate on the 
essentials. Apart from holding offi ce, these are primarily concerned with 
protecting the ‘national interest’, which is most obviously interpreted to 
mean the security of the state against attack. Thus government seems 
to them to be about ‘high politics’, especially relations with other states, 
also pursuing their own national interests. The dynamics of this rarefi ed 
world are frequently driven by prestige. This will be a central concept for 
the argument of this chapter. What is prestige? Harold Nicolson defi ned 
it as ‘power based on reputation’, an amalgam of the two, something 
which has to be acquired by power but can only be retained by reputa-
tion; prestige is thus more durable than power alone. According to Dean 
Acheson, ‘prestige is the shadow cast by power’.12 The estimate formed 
by rival states of another’s power may be crucial, and so all governments 
worry about prestige.

British governments in the two centuries since the middle of the 
eighteenth century have tended to be temperamentally detached from 
non- governmental representations and from special interest groups of 
whatever kind, resistant to attempts to put pressure on them to advance 
individual enterprises which cannot be equated with ‘the national 
interest’. Ministers might accept a vague duty generally to ‘promote 
trade’ but would almost never allow themselves to be dictated to by 
particular lobbies.13 It has, however, all too often been argued that 
governments acted on behalf of interest groups, such as sugar- planters, 
merchants, businessmen, mining magnates, or ‘gentlemanly capitalists’, 
simply because government decisions happened to coincide with what 
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commercial or industrial leaders wanted. This emphatically does not 
mean, however, that they were genuinely infl uential, still less instrumen-
tal, in bringing those decisions about. It is no longer possible to maintain 
that William Pitt, the Earl of Chatham, during the Seven Years War was 
a ‘spokesman of City interests’, or that Lord Palmerston as foreign sec-
retary a hundred years later was acting primarily in the interests of mer-
chants. Marie Peters has shown Chatham’s priorities to have been fi rmly 
rooted in the political aspects of winning the war against the French: if he 
aimed at ‘the total extirpation of French commerce from the seas’, this 
was not primarily for economic reasons as such.14

Similarly, Palmerston’s famous statement about its being ‘the busi-
ness of the government to open and secure roads for the merchant’ has 
to be returned to its context. The reference was to Afghanistan and 
Turkestan, where Palmerston was pushing trade as a means of increasing 
British political infl uence against Russian penetration. As Ingram puts 
it, for Palmerston trade was an extension of diplomacy by other means, 
the cheapest method of injecting stability and security into the region.15 
Governmental priorities were clearly articulated in discussions in 1852 
over opening up Japan, when the foreign secretary, Lord Granville, 
declared that ministers did not accept the view that ‘all considerations 
of a higher nature . . . be sacrifi ced to the pushing of our manufactures 
by any means into every possible corner of the globe’.16 The government 
can also be shown to have ignored trading interests even when traditional 
mercantile activities were directly concerned or adversely affected by a 
change of policy, as in Tunis in 1878 or Persia in 1907. (Britain gave 
way to France in Tunisia and in Persia infl uence was to be shared with 
Russia.) Public opinion was to be treated with suspicion at best, con-
tempt at worst. Even when government appears to have been responding 
to popular pressure to act in a particular way, only a little research will 
usually expose the error. Thus in the case of the retention of Uganda in 
1894, we now know that Rosebery’s Cabinet, far from responding to 
missionary demands, had itself asked missionaries to whip up a cam-
paign in its favour, in support of a decision already taken on strategic 
grounds (to protect the headwaters of the Nile).17 Similarly, it can now 
be agreed that in South Africa the neo- Marxists were wrong. The truth is 
that Milner and Chamberlain manipulated the mining magnates and not 
vice versa, and that they used public opinion to further their own ends, 
rather than being dictated to by it.18

It is not in dispute that the British empire took its origin in trade, or 
that in the eighteenth century colonies were valued for trade. But it was 
a politically ‘mercantilist’ trade in colonial raw materials, especially those 
strategic naval supplies which would make possible self- suffi ciency in 
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time of war. In order to extract such materials from the periphery (or 
overseas world) it might be necessary to plant settlers or impose order on 
indigenous chaos by establishing formal rule. But then two imperatives 
followed ineluctably. What you held you had to defend against rivals. 
And what you defended you began to value for its own sake, irrespective 
of the original intention. The fi rst point was well put by Mackinder in 
1907:

It is only when a state desires to secure or is driven to avert a monopoly of trade 
in any region, that the imperial motive becomes effective . . . When order breaks 
down, or foreign interference is threatened in a land in which large British inter-
ests are at stake, Britain has often been compelled to add to her possessions by 
assuming authority among an alien and distant population.19

The second point was understood by Henry Dundas (as secretary of 
state) as early as 1790, when he defi ned ‘the great objective’ of the 
British in the East as ‘to preserve the empire . . . in comparison of which 
even trade is a subordinate or collateral consideration’.20 Thus strategic 
imperatives, taking more territory to maintain imperial prestige or pre-
 empt the challenges of the foreigner, began to operate almost from the 
beginning of formal rule. Effective defence meant thinking strategically. 
The very nature of strategic planning created a snowballing process of 
expansion: to be safe in the valley the overlooking hill must be control-
led, to be secure on the hill the next valley must be taken, and so on. 
As Prime Minister Lord Salisbury observed, ‘the constant study of 
maps is apt to disturb men’s reasoning powers’, and he more than once 
complained that his naval and military advisers would have liked to 
‘annex the moon in order to prevent its being appropriated by the planet 
Mars’.21 Strategic geopolitics indeed had a distinct tendency to take on a 
life of its own. This happened spectacularly in the process of reinsuring 
the British presence in India, internally by gradually incorporating more 
Indian states until brought up sharp by the Mutiny- Rebellion of 1857, 
and externally until control of the Indian Ocean rim, from Cape Town 
to Rangoon, together with the Middle East routes to India, was virtually 
complete by 1922.

Considerations of strategic security were a particularly strong concern 
for Britain in the eighteenth century, confronting France as a hated and 
formidable rival imperial power. The two states were locked into an 
antagonism which was historical and total, a ‘Second Hundred Years’ 
War’. This was not just about trade competition but a duel between 
two different ways of life, not least that of a Protestant nation against 
a Catholic one, and ultimately a monarchical against a republican one 
as well. This rivalry coloured everything which happened in British 
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expansion before 1815, and it left a potent residue for the remainder of 
the nineteenth century.22 Expansion was seen in the context of ‘com-
peting empires’; the pre- emption of rivals was an important motive for 
acquiring territory.

These strategic preoccupations were scarcely modifi ed by the pro-
motion of economic opportunity. At the end of the eighteenth century 
political nervousness made the British government more pessimistic 
than optimistic about overseas territories, more concerned with a defen-
sive strategic survival than with a positive expansionist blueprint, except 
spasmodically. In any case, ignorance about economic possibilities was 
so deep- rooted that no master- plan for any imperial project could be 
effectively implemented. Geopolitical priorities alone can explain why 
strategically important Canada and Florida were retained in the peace 
treaty of 1763 – to round off imperial control of the continent against 
the French – while the captured rich sugar- island of Guadeloupe was 
handed back.

Concern for trade was no more developed twenty years later. 
Shelburne’s dictum, ‘we prefer trade to dominion’, propounded bravely 
in respect of North America, where the dominion had been lost in 
1783, was ripped out of context by Harlow and elevated by him into 
the ‘enunciation of the general principle on which the Second Empire 
was being established’. He argued that there was a diversion of interest 
and enterprise from the Western world to the potentialities of Asia, a 
‘swing to the East’. For Harlow and those historians who followed him, 
all acquisitions were seen as parts of an economic design to open up 
world markets. In point of fact, however, the retention of Cape Town 
in 1806 was determined solely to make the route to India secure against 
the French.23 The founding of Australia might well have been related to 
a plan to make convicts produce vital naval stores (timber and fl ax for 
shipbuilding), but this was much less important than the need to fi nd 
somewhere to dump convicts after the loss of the American colonies, 
all other possibilities having been eliminated. But another strand was 
the pre- emption of a possible French move to establish themselves in 
Australia.24 Harlow’s thesis is further unsustainable in that the North 
Atlantic world remained the principal centre of imperial concern and 
trade, despite the acquisition of India. Four- fi fths of British investment 
in 1798 remained in the West Indies alone; the West Indies remained 
vital to British naval strength and to sustaining the war effort against 
Revolutionary France.25

In the Asian sector itself, it is no more clear that trade for its own 
sake was driving everything forward. At least in part, Sir Stamford 
Raffl es envisaged Singapore (which he founded in 1819) as ‘a fulcrum 
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whence we may extend our infl uence politically’. Commercially valuable 
Indonesian territories were handed back in the Anglo- Dutch Treaty of 
1824. The main outlines of the empire as it had emerged by that date 
essentially constituted a system of strategic bases in support of an Indian 
Raj.

The long- term problem of a large- scale territorial empire, which 
grew ever larger in the nineteenth century, was to keep the whole impe-
rial structure safe and manageable without too much expense to the 
metropolis. By the end of the century the most favoured device was to 
promote the regional federation of provinces. After the successful estab-
lishment of the Canadian Confederation in 1867, the ‘federal panacea’ 
almost became an imperial obsession. Carnarvon tried to make it work 
in South Africa in the 1870s, where local economic concerns about 
control of African labour coincided with his grandiose strategies, but 
were opposed by Boers and Africans. Federations are quintessentially 
geopolitical constructions. To say that they were adopted for economic 
reasons is not saying very much. There are always economic argu-
ments in favour of federations. Whether they are worth creating, or 
holding together, depends on political criteria, notably security against 
external threat. Canada’s Confederation was fundamentally a means 
of preventing its absorption in an American empire, a counterpoise to 
the alarming expansion of the United States. As Lord Elgin (governor-
 general, 1847–54) realised, ‘Let the Yankees get possession of British 
North America with the prestige of superior generalship – and who 
can say how soon they may dispute with you the Empire of India and 
of the Seas?’26 Canadian shipbuilding timber, the Halifax naval base, 
and a sizeable merchant marine were strategic assets which the United 
States had to be denied. In some ways the new Canada represented a 
revamped imperial defence posture on the North American continent. 
As for Australia’s coming together, a crucial motive concerned its geo-
graphical vulnerability to the ‘yellow peril’ and desire to consolidate a 
‘white Australia’ on the basis of tougher immigration restrictions against 
Asians. Unless this purpose is given due weight, historians (such as 
Norris) are reduced to the tame explanation that Australian federation 
was no more than a ‘businessman’s merger’.27 South African Union 
also had its economic rationale and racially motivated components, 
though the British government was more concerned with strengthen-
ing the region strategically against an anticipated German attack in the 
expected general war.

During the 1930s, the federal panacea was canvassed in connection 
with the problems of India and Palestine. It was actively resurgent if not 
actually triumphant after the Second World War. These proliferating 
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post- war federations were predicated upon the supposed political desir-
ability and superior defensive capability of larger units.28 The Central 
African Federation, the most problematic and artifi cial of them all, 
was essentially a geopolitical construct to contain the threat of South 
African expansion, reinforcing the Zambesi as the northern frontier of 
Afrikanerdom, with its repugnant doctrine of apartheid.29 In Malaysia, 
federation was undertaken to improve the defence posture in South- East 
Asia and ‘absorb’ Chinese communism in Singapore.

II

At the ‘high politics’ level of imperial decision- making, strategic and 
geopolitical calculations were dominant. International rivalries and 
anxieties about prestige were central to the machinations of bureaucratic 
cosmologists. However, this is not to contend that in the totality of his-
torical explanation economic considerations have no place. They do. 
But they operated at a different, and secondary, level from governments 
preoccupied with their global perspectives. At this ‘private sector’ level, 
the interests of individuals or pressure groups were decidedly limited, 
parochial, and selfi sh: investors, traders, and businessmen seeking profi t, 
concessionaires and adventurers seeking fame and aggrandisement, army 
offi cers playing out the strategic games of ‘military fi scalism’,30 mission-
aries seeking converts. The signifi cance of such interests to historical 
explanation is that they created the situations which might force metro-
politan statesmen to make decisions or which they could utilise for their 
own policies. Once interest groups were established overseas – whether 
settler communities, mining magnates, or army garrisons – they tended 
to demand government help in consolidating and protecting their inter-
ests. It was hard for them to make effective direct contact with ministers. 
Often their demands for running up the fl ag and imposing formal ter-
ritorial rule were ignored or rebuffed. For example, the British govern-
ment refused pressing offers to take over Sarawak (1860) and Katanga 
(1874, 1890), and offers of protectorates in Uruguay and Basutoland. 
At one time the annexation of Fiji was refused (1872), while Lord Derby 
snubbed the Australians by initially refusing to confi rm Queensland’s 
annexation of New Guinea (1883). Those cases which did result in 
formal imperial rule, however, did so because of convergence between 
private interests at the local level overseas and the dictates of geopolitics 
as perceived by rulers at the centre. This convergence was often medi-
ated by a proconsul or ‘man on the spot’ who had a good relationship 
with his political bosses in London. If he did not have such a sympa-
thetic relationship, his initiative might be repudiated, as Lord Glenelg 
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repudiated Sir Benjamin D’Urban’s annexation of Queen Adelaide 
Province in South Africa in 1834–5. (See above, pp. 26–7.)

Exertions of the imperial factor or the imposition of territorial rule 
have to be explained at two levels, the one making fi nal politically 
determined decisions within a European framework of reference, and 
the other contributing to the creation of preparatory conditions in a 
non- European context, frequently requiring, but certainly not always 
obtaining, governmental control. Where local indigenous regimes were 
unable to maintain an adequate system of law and order for the success-
ful operation of European economic or other activities, the government 
might step in. But it did so chiefl y because it believed these chaotic 
conditions could lead to international confl icts or humanitarian abuses 
(as, for example, in New Zealand) which it was its function to avert or 
contain. Territory was thus acquired, or colonial wars broke out, when 
the two levels of interest interlocked. Individuals overseas could create 
the circumstances which made an acquisition possible or even probable, 
but they could never ensure or determine it.31

Existing models for a ‘theory of imperialism’ usually involve an inter-
acting centre and periphery. The dynamic forces at the centre may 
include strategic as well as economic pressures. European states are 
regarded as being sucked into an overseas territory through troubles on 
an unstable frontier. Essentially a ‘crisis in the periphery’ would lead 
to territorial takeover, an enlargement of ‘bridgeheads’. The dynamic 
interaction took place in a spatial location, the turbulent frontier.32 This 
theory may be expressed diagrammatically (Figure 1.1, p. 80).

My alternative model proposes that we should, so to speak, raise this 
periphery- oriented model from the horizontal to the vertical, and give 
more weight to the metropolitan dimension. We should envisage two 
different levels of activity (rather than two different spheres), two sets 
of interests interacting along the axis of a chain of command. Thus we 
generate a model in which metropolitan policies (at one level) were being 
handed down from the elite group at the centre or political apex, and (at 
another level) local pressures – set in motion by concessionaires, colonial 
adventurers, missionaries, settlers, revenue- seeking army offi cers, etc. – 
were being transmitted upwards from the base- line of the geographical 
periphery. Neither the metropolitan nor the local level of action was in 
itself unilaterally decisive. What clinched matters was an effective inter-
action between the inner and outer pinions of imperial political power. 
This interaction was mediated by or funnelled through an individual. 
In this model a key role thus exists for the ‘man on the spot’ – the pro-
consuls, the ambassadors, the high commissioners, the governors, the 
viceroys, the commanders- in- chief. For it is they who could determine 
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the extent to which imperial policies worked out at the centre, or local 
pressures erupting overseas, would be implemented or endorsed. They 
stood at the intermediate point of interlock in a chain of responsibility 
between decisions handed down and self- seeking initiatives mediated to 
the centre. It was General Sir William Butler who once illuminatingly 
defi ned the high commissioner in South Africa as ‘a kind of pointsman 
on the railway of thought between two stations’. John Benyon, build-
ing upon my theory as fi rst adumbrated in 1976, has glossed this by 
describing the high commissioner as an imperial agent who ‘worked as a 
half- way relay station that could charge up, or scale down the impulses 
transmitted in either direction’. In an equally helpful alternative meta-
phor, Benyon speaks of an ‘intermediate proconsulate’, which, ‘like a 
connecting- rod, joined the metropolis to periphery at the political level, 
within the reciprocating engine of empire’.33

This model may be expressed diagrammatically for an individual 
case- study as in Figure 1.2. The principal advantage of this ‘two- levels’ 
approach is that, unlike the rather one- dimensional and impersonal ‘hor-
izontal’ model of interaction between the forces of centre and periphery 
(with the point of interaction located in a place, the unstable frontier), 
the ‘vertical’ model is much more precise in assigning economic and 
geopolitical- strategic motives. Instead of saying ‘both may be present’, 
the two- levels model allocates economic motives primarily to the 
periphery- level, and political or strategic considerations primarily to the 
elite- level. The other advantage is that it also accommodates properly 
the role of masterful individuals, both decision- makers in the metropolis 
and proconsuls ‘on the spot’. Instead of reducing everything in an overly 
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Figure 1.1 The ‘turbulent frontier’ model.
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theoretical way to impersonal forces (‘imperialism’), it unequivocally 
incorporates into the historical process the policies and decisions of 
particular men, whose actions can sometimes only be understood by 
reference to their personal ambition or psychological drives. In this way 
the model forces analysis to go beyond mere considerations of ‘periph-
eral crisis’ or ‘turbulent frontier’. Accordingly, it has much greater 
explanatory power when applied to the German case of expansion, in 
which Bismarck had such a central role. His policies need no longer 
seem obscure or exceptional. Finally, the model does not require any 
monocausal emphasis on either metropolitan or peripheral dynamics, 
but allows for both. If it gives primacy to the former, it certainly does not 
make it exclusive. The integrated, comprehensive nature of the model 
(in its globally accumulated form) can be represented as in Figure 1.3.

Let us now test the validity of this model by juxtaposing in rapid suc-
cession an analysis of the two most important episodes in the British 
imperial process: territorial acquisition in India from the late eighteenth 
century and territorial acquisition in Africa in the late nineteenth.
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(Overseas private
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Interlock (Proconsul)

Figure 1.2 The ‘interaction’ model: for a case- study.

Figure 1.3 The ‘interaction’ model: for a general theory.
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After the French defeat in 1763 there was a continuing British fear that 
France would use a European war to re- establish an empire in India. Not 
until 1815 did France fi nally accept that there was no longer any possibil-
ity of a French Indian empire. The existence of the Napoleonic Wars was 
a critical precondition for the major phase of British territorial expansion 
in India, providing Richard Wellesley (governor- general 1798–1805) 
with the excuse as well as the opportunity. In Ingram’s conceptualisa-
tion, France was his ‘necessary enemy’.34 As Bayly reminds us, this was 
an empire ‘forged in the context of war . . . and the ideological challenge 
of Republican France’.35 Castlereagh was right: ‘It has not been a matter 
of choice but of necessity that our existence in India should pass from 
that of traders to that of sovereigns. If we had not, the French would long 
since have taken the lead in India to our exclusion’ (1804).36 Tipu Sultan 
of Mysore was in diplomatic contact with the French between 1797 
and 1799, and so Wellesley argued for the reduction of Tipu’s power 
and resources before he could avail himself of the advantages of formal 
alliance. Otherwise Mysore would be ‘a perpetual source of solicitude, 
expense, and hazard’. In accordance with Wellesley’s plan, Tipu’s power 
was smashed, and collectors of revenue were sent in.

Further north, the most powerful leader of the Mahratta Confederacy 
was Sindhia, who controlled the fugitive Mughal emperor and held sway 
over a large area of Hindustan, which Wellesley feared might afford 
facilities to the French, whose man on the spot was Perron. Wellesley’s 
declared aim was to destroy the ‘French state on the banks of the Jumna’. 
He urged that Sindhia’s domains presented to vindictive Napoleon ‘an 
instrument of destruction adapted to wound the heart of the British 
empire in India’. However, he also claimed that the international war 
against France would have induced him to attack Perron ‘even inde-
pendently of his contest with Sindhia’. In this sense, territorial expansion 
in India was his contribution to the general war effort.37 Next, Oudh had 
to be tackled, because of its strategic importance as a buffer to protect 
the Bengal territories from Zaman Shah in Afghanistan. Though an 
economic dimension existed – exports in raw cotton, saltpetre, opium, 
and indigo were being rapidly developed – this was not (as P.J. Marshall 
has shown) infl uential upon Wellesley, whose concern was about its sup-
posed ‘misrule’ and consequent strategic weakness.38 On the west coast, 
Wellesley’s political decisions suited the Bombay merchants very well, 
but this does not mean he was genuinely concerned with their trade in 
raw cotton and pepper for Canton. In fact the Bombay merchants, led by 
Miguel de Souza, seized their chance to persuade Wellesley to keep com-
mercially valuable pieces of territory in the Treaty of Bassein (1802) by 
dressing up their supposed strategic signifi cance. It was diffi cult for them 
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to transport indigenous products out of Gujarat and the Malabar coast 
because of the confused political conditions and Mahratta interference. 
The hugely increased demand for China tea after 1784 made Indian raw 
cotton and pepper, and ultimately opium, important as a payment. All 
these emerging interests enabled Wellesley to mobilise support in over-
coming London’s reluctance to agree to territorial extension.39 This was 
paid for by raising Indian revenue. As Wellesley recognised early on, the 
establishment of a territorial revenue was ‘that necessary foundation of 
European power in India’.40 Wellesley was thus successful in pushing 
conquest much further forward than Dundas and his other London 
bosses would otherwise have been prepared to tolerate.

Once the Indian empire existed, the imperatives for its defence were 
subject to continual escalation. Almost all further extensions had a stra-
tegic objective. Despite some interest in teak, Burma began to be added 
from the mid- 1820s mainly to protect the eastern fl ank of India.41 The 
last big acquisitions in India proper in the 1840s demonstrated the same 
pattern. In Sind and Punjab, economic expectations and commercial 
opportunities were in the background. The idea of pushing British 
goods into populous regions was important in creating the conditions 
for conquest and gaining support for it in Britain. But strategic require-
ments were the central cause of imperial advance: the need to stabilise 
turbulent frontiers was especially signifi cant in the case of Punjab, which 
bordered on Afghanistan. In part the acquisition of Sind was an act of 
pre- emptive expansion against the French. Prestige entered in, because 
the British had been defeated in Afghanistan and needed a victory in 
order to halt the erosion of imperial confi dence. Personal factors also 
played a part, with ambitious Lord Ellenborough as governor- general 
supporting General Sir Charles Napier, himself determined to redeem 
an otherwise lack- lustre career. Napier exaggerated the strategic impor-
tance of the Indus Valley.42

Turning now to the partition of Africa: whether or not this was trig-
gered off by an Egyptian crisis, the British occupation of 1882 has always 
been a test- case of imperial controversy. Did Britain move in to protect 
the bondholders or the route to India? The question of Gladstone’s 
investments is not highly relevant, granted his relative sympathy for 
Egyptian protonationalists, together with his positively Palmerstonian 
geopolitical understanding that ‘for India the Suez Canal is the con-
necting link between herself and the centre of power – the centre of the 
moral, social, and political power of the world’. The Canal, he said, was 
‘the great question of British interest’.43 A broad spectrum of British 
interests existed in Egypt, but ministers were primarily concerned with 
the strategic security of the Canal, in the context of the local situation 
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developing chaotically from the 1870s, when excessive rates of interest 
led to Egyptian bankruptcy. The bondholders provided the context, but 
they did not determine the form of government action, which as Schölch 
fi rst convincingly demonstrated, was the result of manipulation by its 
‘men on the spot’, notably Sir Edward Malet, the consul- general (who 
exaggerated the dangers), and Admiral Sir Beauchamp Seymour (who 
exceeded his instructions).44 Prestige mattered too. Failure to act after 
the riots in Cairo, Sir Charles Dilke believed, ‘would destroy not only the 
prestige of this country, but also of Europe in the East’. Chaos in Egypt, 
unless brought under control, might also have led to a renewed French 
attempt to obtain a permanent footing.45

In general, the partition of sub- Saharan Africa was the response 
of European ‘high politics’ to fears of a widespread, ever- increasing, 
and fundamental destabilisation of Africa. Externally, Leopold of the 
Belgians and Bismarck broke the international ‘gentleman’s agreement’ 
to avoid territorial seizures. Internally, partition meant the imposition 
of control on the dangerously chaotic scenario brought about by the 
activities of gun- runners, slave- traders, ivory- hunters, greedy conces-
sionaires, aggressive explorers, treaty- extorters, importunate missionar-
ies, and Islamic fundamentalists. It was, as so often, the frontiers of fear 
which were being edged forward, especially the fear that local confron-
tations between frontiersmen could spark off a war between European 
powers.46 Bismarck rebuked the explorer Wolf in 1888: ‘Your map of 
Africa is very fi ne, but my map of Africa lies in Europe. Here lies Russia, 
and here . . . lies France, and we are in the middle. That is my map of 
Africa.’47 Locating African disputes within the parameters of European 
politics was a conception which British statesmen shared. Diplomatic 
bargaining determined the fi nalisation of cartographical claims. All the 
participants were worried that their interests would be squeezed out in a 
situation of ruthless economic competition. Pre- emption was the name 
of the game. As Sir Percy Anderson encapsulated it: ‘Protectorates are 
unwelcome burdens, but . . . are the inevitable outcome’ of international 
competition.48

The partition took place in an extraordinarily fevered atmosphere of 
geopolitical excitement and apprehension. The profi le of geographers, 
explorers, and engineers was suddenly raised.49 Engineers made strik-
ing pronouncements about the technical feasibility of railways (Trans-
 Sahara, Cape to Cairo, Berlin to Baghdad, Paris to New York); they 
pontifi cated about the ease with which dams could be constructed 
to regulate the Nile waters, or even fl ood the Sahara. The spreading 
network of submarine cables added yet another potent strategic impera-
tive. This was especially true of the main cable east from Cape Town, 
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which reached Mauritius in 1879, making the retention of the east coast 
of southern Africa more signifi cant than ever. The Germans had to be 
kept away from it. ‘In the main,’ concluded Robinson and Gallagher, 
‘British Africa was a gigantic footnote to the Indian empire.’50

The security of the Cape route to India also explains why Britain went 
to war with the Boers of the Transvaal and Orange Free State, another 
prominent case where the supposed primacy of economic interests has 
been strongly canvassed. Yet it is easy to be mesmerised by gold. The 
truth is that some sort of war might well have broken out in 1899 even 
if gold had never been discovered in the Transvaal in 1886. The historic 
long- term causes driving the two sides apart pre- dated the discovery of 
gold. The incompatibility of outlooks, of local requirements, and basic 
political aims had been apparent at least since the provocative British 
annexation of the Transvaal in 1877. No war, however, is inevitable, 
but the South African War could not be averted because of the way in 
which the ‘man on the spot’, High Commissioner Milner, was deter-
mined to ‘work up to a crisis’, being anxious to prevent the snapping 
of ‘the weakest link in the imperial chain’ of global communications. 
He was supported by Secretary of State Chamberlain, worried about 
prestige.51 Imperial federation was an ultimate goal. There were fears of 
German intervention. Control of the hinterland provided the focus for a 
regional geopolitical confl ict. But the existence of economic interests at 
the local level – the archaic Transvaal as a ‘source of unrest, disturbance, 
and danger’ to the needs of mining magnates and hopes of Uitlanders 
– remain a necessary part of the overall explanation, even if the geo-
political concerns of strategy and prestige represent a primary level of 
causation.52

The ‘two- levels’ model thus appears to make good sense of interpret-
ing the dynamics of British expansion over a long period of time. Any 
convincing model, however, must also hold good for other expanding 
states too. That it does so for the empires of the continental states, 
France,53 Germany,54 Russia,55 and Italy,56 should be readily apparent, 
and there is no space for demonstration here. (See below, chapter 3.) 
The alignment of American expansion, as analysed by Phillip Darby 
and Roger Louis, also seems to present no particular diffi culty.57 More 
problematic, at least at fi rst sight, is the case of Japan. Actually, the 
study of Japanese expansion has long been bedevilled by the attempt 
to harmonise it with the prevailing European theory of ‘economic 
imperialism’. This has proved diffi cult.58 For one thing, Japan had an 
actual capital shortage when its expansion began in the late nineteenth 
century. Myers and Peattie, however, in 1984, put forward the argument 
that the Japanese empire was designed to create a strategic ringfence 
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in surrounding territories which were regarded as ineptly governed: a 
process which ultimately snowballed into over- extension and disaster. 
Japan fought its fi rst wars against China and Russia essentially because 
of strategic worries about Korea, which according to General Meckel, 
Prussian adviser to the Meiji army, was a ‘dagger thrust at the heart 
of Japan’, potentially fatal in Russian hands. Myers and Peattie con-
cluded: ‘No colonial empire of modern times was as clearly shaped by 
strategic considerations . . . in large part undertaken to guarantee the 
nation’s strategic frontiers against Western advance.’ Thus economic 
considerations provided a context, and economic advantages – such as 
control of the oil of Indonesia – were sought as an adjunct to strategic 
requirements. Only Japanese aggression had created the need for new 
raw materials and for bolstering prestige against the Americans. Japanese 
expansion thus clearly confi rms the theory of the primacy of geopolitics 
and the utility of the ‘two- levels’ paradigm.59

III

Halford Mackinder fi rst unveiled his famous thesis that the ‘heartland’ 
of Eurasia constituted a geographical pivot, a ‘world island’ if Africa 
was included, in 1904. Control of this land mass could lead to the crea-
tion of ‘a world empire’. The sub- text was a geopolitical warning that 
sea- power alone might not be suffi cient to save the British empire.60 
One of the members of Mackinder’s audience at this lecture in 1904 
was L.S. Amery, who became under- secretary of state for the colonies 
in 1919 and secretary of state from 1924 to 1929; he was also secretary 
of state for India, from 1940 to 1945. As Roger Louis has made plain, 
Amery has a fair claim to be ‘the architect of the British geo- political 
system that endured until the crack- up at Suez in 1956’.61 This system 
was still mainly designed to uphold the Indian empire. In 1917 Amery 
envisaged the removal of the Germans from East Africa and from pos-
sible infl uence in the Middle East as giving a strategical security ‘which 
will enable that Southern British World which runs from Cape Town 
through Cairo, Baghdad, and Calcutta to Sydney and Wellington to 
go about its peaceful business without constant fear of German aggres-
sion’.62 The keystone of this geopolitical arch would be in Palestine, with 
British infl uence established on the ruins of a defeated Ottoman empire 
and linked with the patronage of Zionism. If Germany emerged from 
the war able to dominate the Middle East, it would ‘threaten our whole 
position in Egypt, India, and the Eastern Seas’. If left in Tanganyika 
and installed in Palestine, Germany might try to link up the two with a 
railway from Hamburg to Lake Nyasa, ‘the greatest of all dangers which 
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can confront the British empire in the future’. (Mackinder himself 
was arguing that Germany had gained command of Tanganyika and 
Kiaochow in order to mobilise African and Chinese manpower, and 
would make them the termini of projected overland railway routes on 
the ‘world island’ land mass.) Although Amery became a committed 
Zionist, excited by the potentialities which Jewish energy, released in 
a National Home, might bring to the regeneration of the Middle East, 
he admitted in his memoirs that the origin of his interest was strategic. 
Doubting whether Britain could control Egypt much longer, he believed 
a plan to hold the area to the east of the Canal would provide ‘a central 
pivot of support for our whole Middle Eastern policy as well as assur-
ing the effective control of our sea and air communications with the 
East’.63

The Palestine Mandate thus commended itself to the British gov-
ernment for essentially geopolitical reasons. To a large extent it was a 
pre- emptive measure against a possible German initiative to become 
the patron of Zionism, which was after all an Austrian idea. Foreign 
Secretary Lord Curzon argued – in language strongly reminiscent of 
Wellesley – that a teutonised Turkey, in possession of Syria and Palestine, 
‘would be an extreme and perpetual menace to the Empire’. The Balfour 
Declaration of 1917 was also an attempt to rally Jewish support for the 
faltering allied war effort.64 The importance of Palestine to the empire 
developed in the 1920s, as it became not only the protective buffer of the 
Canal Zone, but the indispensable geopolitical link in the Iraq route to 
India and the outlet for oil, at Haifa. Sitting on the land bridge between 
Eurasia and Africa (or, as Mackinder saw it, at the ‘physical and histori-
cal centre of the world’), it became known as the ‘Clapham Junction of 
the British empire’. By 1939, however, it had become clear that Arab 
friendship was more valuable to Britain than Jewish, not least because 
of the ever- increasing importance of oil. By 1948 the Palestine Mandate 
was given up, basically on the ground that to antagonise the Arabs 
further would throw them into the arms of the Russians, and it was vital 
to forestall this. And the military experts had ceased to regard Palestine 
as a ‘strategic reserve’.65

The geopolitical problems of an over- extended empire explain all the 
policies of the 1920s and 1930s, from the Singapore Base to appease-
ment. If the former became a symbol of unrealistic defence commit-
ments, the latter was a strategic necessity, since the empire could not 
realistically fi ght three enemies (Germany, Italy, and Japan) or in the 
Mediterranean and Far East simultaneously.66 Extraordinary plans 
were made for a further paper repartition of Africa, in order to give 
German ambitions some satisfaction. This represented the apotheosis of 
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diplomatic bargaining with respect to the map of that continent.67 It was 
also in this period that the Chiefs of Staff acquired enormous power over 
overseas policy, which persisted well into the 1950s.

As Britain moved into the post- war era, the gradual dismantling of the 
empire became the dominant theme. The central hinge of governmen-
tal debate about decolonisation was whether British prestige would be 
best served by holding on or getting out. Timing was the critical factor, 
and increasingly calculations about the feasibility of the continuation of 
imperial rule were made within the framework of the cold war. Long-
 term international friendships came to be seen as much more impor-
tant than transient local control. In 1946 the viceroy of India, Wavell, 
concluded that ‘on the whole Great Britain should not lose, but on the 
contrary, may gain in prestige and even in power, by handing over to 
Indians’. Most importantly, the Chiefs of Staff agreed. Even Amery had 
argued that ‘in surrendering control from here we should not be sacrifi c-
ing anything that mattered’. The Labour government’s greatest anxiety 
in the whole process of transferring power in India was that it should not 
be done in a way which could be criticised as ‘scuttle’.68 Independence 
for India in 1947 was obviously a major turning point for the British 
empire, even if its geopolitical signifi cance was insuffi ciently understood 
at the time. In Field Marshal Lord Alanbrooke’s assessment:

With the loss of India and Burma, the keystone of the arch of our Commonwealth 
Defence was lost, and our Imperial Defence crashed. Without the central stra-
tegic reserve of Indian troops ready to operate either east or west, we were left 
impotent and even the smallest of nations were at liberty to twist the lion’s tail 
. . . but few realized what the strategic loss would amount to.69

Attlee as prime minister tried hard to initiate the strategic reassess-
ment which was required in the Middle East and North Africa, but was 
thwarted by the inertia of the traditional nostrums and by the intensifi -
cation of Russian expansion.70 But with India independent, it could be 
argued that many of the British political elite fundamentally lost interest 
in empire. This holds true for Churchill as well as Attlee, for Macmillan 
and Duncan Sandys as well as Enoch Powell.71 From 1947, the gradual 
end of empire was not seriously contested at the highest level of govern-
ment. Not so much a failure of will, just a fi t of absence of mind.

With the onset of the cold war, Mackinder’s warnings and predic-
tions came into their own. In a major state- paper of 1948, the foreign 
secretary, Ernest Bevin, used the conceptual language of Mackinder: 
‘Physical control of the Eurasian landmass and eventual control of the 
whole World Island is what the Politburo is aiming at – no less a thing 
than that . . .’72 This had profound consequences for the continuation 
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of unwanted European rule. In Attlee’s famous phrase, ‘an attempt to 
maintain the old colonialism would, I’m sure, have immensely aided 
communism’.73 The whole process of decolonisation is best interpreted 
within the geopolitical context of the cold war. The long- term aim with 
respect to future relations with Afro- Asian countries was to ensure 
their alignment with the West, thus containing communism within 
Mackinder’s ‘heartland’.74 According to Macmillan, writing privately 
in 1962, the ideological struggle against communism ‘really dominates 
 everything’. Consequently, the new multi- racial Commonwealth must 
be made to work, because its worldwide dispersion made it a useful 
weapon in the global contest, ‘while the Communist/Free World divi-
sion really holds the front of the stage’.75 Macmillan’s view refl ected that 
of the senior civil servants who compiled the ‘Future Policy Study’ in 
1959–60, which emphasised the ‘overriding importance of countering 
the threat from the communist world’; this would be the fi rst, the ulti-
mate objective of British policy in the 1960s.76 Iain Macleod (secretary 
of state for the colonies, 1959–61) also based his policy in East Africa 
on the belief that ‘the overriding consideration’ was to make sure that 
its territories did not become sympathetic to the Sino- Soviet cause.77 
In general, he believed, it would be better to grant too much and too 
soon than too little and too late. This policy was not without its risks: 
reluctance to move forward with independence might turn African 
opinion towards the Soviet Union, but going too fast might equally well 
plunge large areas of Africa into chaos, ripe for communist exploitation. 
Sir Andrew Cohen, the Colonial Offi ce expert, was worried by 1961 
that ‘killing communism’ seemed to have become the chief objective of 
African policy, rather than the desirability of preparing stable and viable 
regimes for independence.78

In this way political considerations were paramount in decolonisation. 
Economic considerations were in the nature of nihil obstat. Just as eco-
nomic interests had once facilitated the acquisition of territory, so now 
they operated in reverse. Territories could be given up when nothing 
essential seemed likely to be irretrievably lost by transfers of political 
power – a conclusion reached for India by the 1940s and Africa by the 
1960s.79 Business fi rms exercised no infl uence on decolonisation, as is 
clear from studies made of such widely differing territories as Malaya, 
Egypt, Rhodesia, and the Congo.80 The mainspring came from the inter-
national context. To ‘Joe’ Saville Garner, a civil servant who was well 
placed to know (as permanent under- secretary of the Commonwealth 
Relations Offi ce), the reason why the pace of independence was speeded 
up was primarily because ‘other people’s empires were crumbling all 
around’: Germany, Italy, Holland, and Japan had all ceased to be 
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imperial powers after the war, and from 1958 to 1960 there were major 
advances to self- rule in French West Africa and the Belgian Congo.81 
From the end of 1960 there was pressure from the United Nations 
(Resolution 1514) to promote the early independence of all colonial 
territories. Macleod warned the Cabinet in January 1961: ‘we must rec-
ognize that pressures from the United Nations, now that Belgium and 
France are dropping out as colonial powers, will increasingly concentrate 
on us’.82 Britain had no wish to be pilloried as an international pariah. It 
was widely understood in any case that colonial territories could not be 
insulated from developments in neighbouring countries: if not a ‘domino 
theory’ of decolonisation, at least a recognition of the salience of ‘chain 
reactions’. Insulating ring fences were impossible, as the governor of 
Nigeria, Sir John Macpherson, reluctantly realised in 1952; they had had 
to give Nigeria a constitution ‘in advance of its true capacity’, because 
of what was happening in the Gold Coast, the Sudan, and Libya.83 
Similarly, just as the Gold Coast became the pacemaker in the fi rst phase 
of decolonisation, in West Africa, so Tanganyika became the pioneer in 
the next and crucial phase, in East Africa. As its governor, Sir Richard 
Turnbull, recognised, ‘it could not be expected that Tanganyika would 
remain immune from the trend of events’ in the neighbouring Congo, 
Ruanda- Urundi, and Nyasaland.84 Charismatic proconsuls painting 
frightening scenarios had a vital role to play in converting reluctant min-
isters to nationalist political advancement in Africa.

Britain did not want to be found in the last colonial ditch with the 
Portuguese, the ‘wily, oily Portuguese’ as Churchill once called them. 
Britain did not take the initiative in the decolonisation of Africa, any 
more than Britain had spearheaded the partition. Great power rivalry led 
Britain into the nineteenth- century scramble for Africa, and great power 
rivalry – in the shape of the cold war and a competition for international 
respectability and support – induced the twentieth- century scramble to 
get out of Africa. Britain’s policy was essentially reactive, that is to say, it 
was one of following other powers into empire- building in Africa (in order 
not to be excluded), and into decolonisation (so as not to be ostracised).

Geopolitical considerations were decisive in withdrawal from empire, 
and they remained so until the end of the cold war. It may or may not be 
possible to make sense of the Falklands War of 1982, a war which never 
should have taken place, between two countries that had long been 
friends. But the familiar dictates of prestige and strategy may be tellingly 
invoked. From the end of the 1970s the Soviet Union was establishing 
close relations with Argentina, and this made a vital difference. The 
strategic importance of the Falklands grew with the mobility of nuclear 
submarines capable of entering the Atlantic through Drake’s Passage 
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(south of Cape Horn) from the Pacifi c. The Russians might thus max-
imise the unity of what Mackinder had called ‘the world’s ocean’, and 
there were almost no other islands from which submarine movements 
in the area could be monitored. Thus the cold war expansion of Soviet 
naval power gave a new geostrategic signifi cance to the Falklands and 
its dependencies. These, ironically, had seemed to the Foreign Offi ce 
in 1952 to be the one overseas commitment which might possibly be 
offl oaded.85

The end of the cold war had many ramifi cations, unfreezing all 
manner of constraints from Ulster to Hong Kong. The ‘new’ South 
Africa was a principal benefi ciary, since fears of communism could no 
longer underpin apartheid. At least potentially, a solution to the problem 
of Northern Ireland could be put on the agenda: there was profound 
signifi cance in the phrase of the Downing Street Declaration of 1993 
that the British government no longer had any strategic interest in the 
retention of Ulster within the United Kingdom. The removal of strategic 
constraints elsewhere in the empire has frequently led to rapid impe-
rial withdrawals. However, strategic re- evaluations of themselves do 
not automatically solve everything. It has been a major premise of this 
chapter that effective action has to arise out of a conjunction of local and 
metropolitan interests, and such conjunction in Northern Ireland was 
particularly hard to achieve.

Metropolitan decision- making equally does not operate in a global 
vacuum. Empires compete. A broad geopolitical basis to imperial policy-
 making is thus unavoidable. Rulers of empires have to study maps. It is 
not diffi cult to construct plausible geopolitical rationales and strategic 
arguments. They can be made to justify almost any policy. By their 
arcane nature they have often become dangerously overvalued by the 
governing elite. They are specialist judgments which are diffi cult to 
remove and, notoriously, the planners are always fi ghting the last war 
over again. As Roger Louis has so pertinently observed: ‘strategic cal-
culations with emotional origins can become absolute. When they carry 
over into a different era, they can become irrational.’86 This is an insight 
which no historian of empire can afford to neglect.
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2 The partition of Africa: geopolitical and 
internal perspectives

[Most historians have a fondness for their fi rst published work, though 
few would be able to eclipse Sir Geoffrey Elton, who astonished readers 
of his collected essays (1974) on Tudor political history by kicking off 
with a paper on ‘The terminal date of Caesar’s Gallic proconsulate’ 
(reprinted from Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 36, 1946).
 My fi rst publication was a review article entitled ‘The partition of 
Africa’ (Historical Journal, vol. 7, 1964), a subject which I have revisited 
more than once. Instead of reprinting this, what follows is a chapter 
from Britain’s imperial century (2nd edn 1991, 3rd edn 2001), which 
develops more fully some of the major themes tentatively put forward 
in the original essay. It has been lightly revised.]

You may roughly divide the nations of the world as the living and the dying . . . 
In these [dying] states, disorganisation and decay are advancing almost as fast 
as concentration and increasing power are advancing in the living nations that 
stand beside them . . . the weak states are becoming weaker and the strong states 
are becoming stronger . . . For one reason or another – from the necessities of 
politics or under the pretence of philanthropy, the living nations will gradu-
ally encroach on the territory of the dying, and the seeds and causes of confl ict 
among civilised nations will speedily appear . . . These things may introduce 
causes of fatal difference between the great nations whose mighty armies stand 
opposed threatening each other.1

No historian has ever succeeded in improving on this description, made 
by Lord Salisbury, of the atmosphere in which the partition of Africa 
took place. As an analysis of its causes, it directs attention unerringly to 
the geopolitical disequilibrium of power which made the acquisition of 
territory possible in Africa; it is rooted in the European considerations 
which conditioned ministerial thinking; it warns us not to pay too much 
attention to the rhetoric of philanthropy.

One of the fi rst events to focus public attention on Africa was 
Samuel Baker’s expedition to the Sudan, 1869 to 1873. In 1876 King 
Leopold of the Belgians began his Congo enterprise. France made 
forward moves in Senegal in 1879. In 1881 France occupied Tunisia, 
and in 1882 Britain occupied Egypt. In April 1884 Bismarck annexed 
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Angra Pequena (German South- West Africa), German East Africa, the 
Cameroons, and Togoland. Britain declared a Somaliland protector-
ate. In December 1884 the Berlin Conference apportioned the Congo 
and Lower Niger regions. In 1885 Britain declared protectorates over 
Bechuanaland and the Oil Rivers (Nigeria), and a year later chartered 
George Goldie’s Niger Company. In 1889 the British South Africa 
Company was chartered to secure Rhodesia. In 1890, by the Anglo-
 German ‘Heligoland’ Treaty, British interests in Uganda, Zanzibar, 
Pemba Island, Witu, and Nyasaland were secured. In 1894 Rosebery’s 
Cabinet declared a protectorate of Uganda, and in 1895 took over the 
Kenya area as well from the Imperial British East Africa Company. In 
1896 Asante was likewise declared a British protectorate. In 1898 the 
Sudan was reconquered and an Anglo- Egyptian condominium set up 
over it in the following year. Two large Nigerian protectorates were 
organised in 1899.

I

Explanations of the partition are legion. There is no agreement among 
historians as to when it began, or who began it. The view taken here is 
that it was not Britain who initiated it, but that when other countries 
(France and Germany in particular) decided to embark on territorial 
acquisition, it was impossible for Britain to stand aside if it wished to 
protect its interests. The opportunity – as well as the necessity – for 
taking territory arose out of the widespread breakdown or stagnation of 
indigenous political and economic systems. It is easy to condemn exten-
sion of Western rule as sheer acquisitiveness. But the brutal alternative 
would have been rule by irresponsible European adventurers, armed 
with all the resources of their civilisation to work their selfi sh will as they 
wished, without any superior control at all.

Africa in the last thirty years of the nineteenth century was a notable 
example of what Sir Edward Grey described as an area ‘in a position of 
minimum stability’, or, as a modern political scientist might describe it, 
of ‘power vacuum’. The collapse of the Turkish empire in North Africa 
was accompanied by a variety of movements further south. Some African 
authorities were seriously weakened, but there were also some expanding 
African powers on the upgrade, notably the Ethiopians, the Baganda, the 
Lozi, and the Ndebele. In Buganda, for example, sixty raids by land and 
water are recorded for the twenty- seven years of Mutesa’s reign down to 
1884. And in the next four years, Buganda was in almost continuous war 
with Nyoro. Africa was a much- disturbed continent. Islam was widely 
reviving and pursuing its own expansionist policy.
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Map 2.1 The partition of Africa in 1895.

If the partition had been delayed even thirty years, most of Africa to 
the north of the Zambesi might have passed into the world of Islam. Sir 
Richard Burton predicted a Muslim conquest of the continent. Rivalries 
in Africa were not simply between Europeans. In one sense the partition 
of Africa was a device to contain or counteract the expansion of militant 
Islam, which the British as well as the French feared greatly. Partition 
could be described as a struggle for control of north, west, and central 
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Africa between Christian European and Muslim Arab- Africans. By 
1880 politicians in Paris and London had begun to talk of a dangerous 
pan- Islamic conspiracy, a fanatical Muslim resurgence, giving the slave 
trade a new lease of life. The most famous events in the Islamic revival 
were Urabi’s rising in Egypt, the revolt of the Mahdi in the Sudan, and 
the persecution of Christian missionaries and their followers in Buganda 
in 1884–6. It was thought that the Mahdist jihad was precursor of a 
general and formidable offensive movement through the Islamic world. 
There was certainly a later parallel in Somaliland, where the so- called 
Mad Mullah was in rebellion (1899–1904 and 1908–20). As far as the 
West African situation is concerned, Kanya- Forstner has shown how 
fear of Muslim resistance and determination to crush it had dominated 
French military thinking for almost half a century by 1890.2 Britain’s 
Lugard was vitally interested in controlling and limiting Islam. This fear 
of Islam provided one reason for keeping Uganda. Uganda was impor-
tant to British interests throughout north and south- central Africa as a 
Christian state – for it seemed defi nitely to have thrown in its lot with 
Christianity as the new ‘established’ religion. Buganda was one of the 
few states to experience a ‘Christian revolution’, and already had more 
than thirty martyrs by 1886. It was therefore not likely to originate any 
fanatical Muslim movement, but instead could form a barrier against the 
spread of any such movement as might arise, and perhaps be a means of 
spreading Christianity to the surrounding areas. Likewise Nyasaland, in 
the opinion of offi cials in the Foreign Offi ce, could not be abandoned, 
because the Arabs would make it their stronghold and the consequences 
would be disastrous. Retention of these two states seemed to produce 
the desired result. In 1905 Sir Charles Eliot, sometime governor of 
Kenya, wrote of Uganda: ‘In view of the power which Islam has shown of 
spreading among African races, and the damage done on the Upper Nile 
by the Khalifa and the Dervishes, the existence of this Christian state 
must be regarded as a great guarantee for the preservation of peace.’3

Africa had one widely occurring asset of international signifi cance: 
ivory. Competition for ivory was the cause not only of ecological deg-
radation but of political instability. By the 1820s ivory had entered a 
phase of unprecedented popularity in Europe for an extraordinary range 
of industrial products and decorative arts. Its principal uses were as bil-
liard balls, knife handles, and piano keys. Only the fi nest quality would 
do for billiard balls. One tusk would yield no more than three top- grade 
billiard balls – and a single manufacturer was reputed to keep 30,000 
balls in stock. In fact so refi ned was the marketing of billiard balls that by 
the end of the nineteenth century they sold in Britain in twelve different 
grades. As for cutlery, Rodgers of Sheffi eld consumed about twenty tons 
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of ivory a year. But there were all manner of lesser uses, from crucifi xes 
to dildoes, chess sets and cribbage pegs, doorhandles and napkin rings, 
sealing punches, and umbrella handles. Ivory was also used as an inlay 
to furniture and gun butts. Even the chips and the dust could be used in 
polishes and the preparation of Indian ink; there was even a food called 
ivory jelly. Peak imports were reached by 1890. (See Table 2.1.)4

London was the principal centre for the distribution of ivory in Europe 
for most of the nineteenth century, until Belgium became a competi-
tor, as the outlet of King Leopold’s Congo venture. But there was also 
a Muslim and Asian demand for African ivory. (Indian elephants have 
poor tusks, and only one per cent of Sri Lankan elephants even have 
tusks.) The Asian market pre- dated – and outlived – European demand. 
Probably in the nineteenth century, in fact, most African ivory went to 
India, the Middle East, China, and Japan, with Zanzibar and Egypt 
dividing the export approximately evenly between them. In Asia the par-
ticular uses were to make bangles for Hindu and Muslim weddings and 
Chinese and Japanese name- stamps. By 1870 Africa, and especially East 
Africa, supplied 85 per cent of the world’s total ivory consumption.

Wild rubber grew in central Africa, and from the 1870s world demand 
created a sensational boom, until the world rubber market collapsed after 
1914. Rubber was second only to ivory in bringing central Africa into the 
world economy, and it supplied one- third of the world’s demand. These 
hunting and gathering activities tended to be very destructive. But there 
were other ecological problems as well. Simultaneously throughout 
southern Africa the cattle trade was also expanding rapidly. The Boer 
pastoral economy moved north, its herds increasing all the time. By 1886 
the Boers were interested in crossing the Limpopo in a new Great Trek. 
The movement of armed bands of Boers in the wake of the droughts 
of the 1870s caused turmoil in many African societies. The whole of 
southern and central Africa suffers periodic droughts, with the droughts 
spanning a number of consecutive years. This dismal ecological fact had 
been a main cause of institutionalised cattle- raiding and enslavement 
among African states. Inevitably the resultant famines were followed 
by locusts, smallpox, typhoid, and rinderpest. The movement of white 

Table 2.1. British imports of ivory, 1827–1900 (cwt)

1827 3,000 } into London only: the total British fi gure 
would be higher1850 8,000 

1890 14,349 
1895 10,911 
1900 9,889 
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men was responsible for further ecological degradation. Waggon- trains 
along the fringes of the Khalahari desert destroyed the grassland, while 
wheel ruts caused erosion. But even this was preferable to what was to 
follow with the coming of the railways. Their wood- burning locomotives 
caused deforestation along the lines of rail, at least until coal replaced 
wood in the twentieth century. But then again, coalmines (like all other 
mines) consumed huge quantities of timber.5

II

The breakdown of control in Africa made it diffi cult to obtain economic 
advantages from the continent. Chamberlain defended the expedition 
against King Prempe of Asante in 1895 as necessary, because since the 
mid- 1870s the Gold Coast area, which was:

certainly rich in natural resources – has been devastated, destroyed, and ruined 
by inter- tribal disputes, and especially by the evil government of the authorities 
of Ashanti . . . I think the duty of this country in regard to all these savage coun-
tries over which we are called upon to exercise some sort of dominion is to estab-
lish, at the earliest possible date, Pax Britannica, and force these people to keep 
the peace amongst themselves . . . The people are not a bad people. The natives 
are, on the whole, perfectly willing to work . . . but in such cases as that we are 
considering, the government is so atrociously bad that they are not allowed to do 
so. No man is safe in the enjoyment of his own property, and as long as that is 
the case, no one has any inducement to work.6

Warfare between Africans imposed severe handicaps on European 
trading. For example, early in 1879 many roads in Sierra Leone were 
closed by internal wars, and the number of caravans visiting Freetown 
dropped by 80 per cent. Rivalries among African rulers were compli-
cated by European traders who sought to draw business to their own 
establishments, and to avoid customs duties; they, in turn, drew in the 
governments. The condition of Africa was potentially dangerous. The 
local claims which were being staked out became increasingly entangled 
and confused. British politicians were worried lest the Africans, being 
divided among themselves and indulging frequently in petty wars, should 
tend to support one of the adjacent or overlapping incipient European 
spheres of infl uence (often emerging out of economic pressures, but 
sometimes as a result of missionary activity) against the other; and that 
the Africans, by fi ghting one another partly on the basis of allegiance to 
rival European interests, might lead Europeans on the spot to fi ght each 
other as well, and so ultimately perhaps embroil the European powers 
themselves in war. This was the constant fear at the back of the mind of 
governments. It was nourished by the large number of small incidents 
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occurring between Europeans, and by risings and disturbances against 
Europeans, at the end of the nineteenth century, as well as by the classic 
example of missionary entanglement with local politics in Buganda. 
Salisbury’s analysis quoted above provides the vital clue to the British 
motive in the partition. To prevent European confl ict was a major reason 
for the partition. Only by imposing a strict control on the chaotic power 
vacuum could European powers feel safe from future disaster. Despite 
acute – but in fact peaceful – rivalry, European powers generally acted 
in political co- operation. There is support for this thesis in a book by a 
distinguished Victorian historian, W.E.H. Lecky, Democracy and liberty 
(1899):

Experience has already shown how easily these vague and ill- defi ned bounda-
ries may become a new cause of European quarrels, and how often, in remote 
African jungles or forests, negroes armed with European guns may infl ict defeats 
on European soldiers which will become the cause of costly and diffi cult wars.7

At fi rst the widespread absence of formal European governmental 
control enabled European adventurers and concession- hunters to pursue 
their rivalries without much restraint. Lugard and others pointed out the 
dire results of leaving vast areas of Africa in a state of indefi nite and dan-
gerous suspense, with fi rearms fl ooding in, with traditional rule violated, 
and no new system of control to take its place.

The unrestricted arms trade was one of the most serious problems. 
As European weapons improved in the 1860s and 1870s, especially with 
the introduction of repeating rifl es, so vast quantities of obsolete guns 
were thrown on to the African market. The volume of this arms traffi c 
must have been immense. In addition, by 1907 Birmingham may have 
made 20 million guns for the African market. It has been estimated for 
the German and British areas of East Africa alone that between 1885 and 
1902 something like a million fi rearms and more than 4 million pounds 
(weight) of gunpowder entered the region. Even by 1880 fi rearms seem 
to have been more than one- third of the total imports of Zanzibar. 
Estimates have been made which suggest that the Lozi of Barotseland 
had about 2,300 guns by 1875, the king of the Nyoro 2,000 by 1888, 
the kabaka of Buganda somewhere between 6,000 and 9,000 by 1890. 
Menelik of Ethiopia had about 100,000 guns with which to defeat the 
Italians at Aduwa in 1896. By 1896 the Shona and Ndebele probably 
had 10,000 guns of considerable variety. In 1904 the Herero were said 
to have 5,000 modern breech- loaders. The Pedi had 4,000 guns by 
1860, and held Boer commandos at bay until 1876, while the Zulu had 
at least 8,000 by 1879. Guns penetrated some South African societies 
deeply. The Venda traded guns to the Shona, teaching them how to 
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manufacture ammunition and to repair the weapons. In Basutoland a 
virtual mania to possess them developed; attempted disarmament was a 
dominant issue in the Sotho rebellion in 1880. In the last nine months 
of 1873 more than 18,000 guns were imported into Griqualand West. 
The diamond-  and gold- fi elds were major points of distribution. They in 
turn were largely supplied from Lourenço Marques – 15,000 guns were 
sold from there to Africans in the interior between January and October 
1875; by 1879, 20,000 percussion guns, 300 breech- loading rifl es, 
and 10,000 barrels of gunpowder were sold there annually, the Zulu and 
Shangaan being major buyers. This caused much anxiety in Natal and 
the Transvaal, and it was one of the main incentives to the confederation 
schemes of the 1870s. Firearms were sold in mining camps in order to 
attract labour.

A Colonial Offi ce memorandum prepared by A.A. Pearson in 1879 
indicated this offi cial anxiety about arms in South Africa, recording 
wide agreement that the traffi c could only be stopped by co- operation 
between all European governments from Walvis Bay to the mouth of 
the Zambesi. With extraordinary accuracy Pearson prophesied that 
unless they could prevent the Ndebele getting arms, their eagerness to 
obtain them was such that ‘we may in twenty years time, or less, fi nd 
ourselves engaged in another equally serious Zulu war’. Kimberley as 
colonial secretary was working for an agreement between the British, the 
French, the Portuguese, and Liberia to prohibit the introduction of arms 
and ammunition in West Africa, in order to diminish the constant petty 
wars and disturbances. But there were always two diffi culties in such 
proposals. The fi rst was simply that of obtaining agreement between the 
parties. The second was that it was a matter of legitimate debate whether 
or not such a prohibition, if achieved, was really wise. It could always be 
argued that guns were useful for hunting and crop protection, that they 
shortened wars and therefore the numbers of deaths, and that Africans 
should be allowed, or at least not prevented from having, arms with 
which to protect themselves and their lands. Otherwise it could come 
about that pro- British chiefs, such as Khama of the Bangwato, were 
under- provided with arms, whereas the ‘unfriendly’ Lobengula might 
obtain large quantities of them from the Boers. By the end of the 1880s, 
however, opinion had swung towards the necessity of control. An old 
gas- pipe type of gun might plausibly be said to be less bloody than the 
assegai, but breech- loaders, and even more superior weapons available at 
nominal prices, were giving fresh life to the gun- runners of South Africa. 
By 1889 a blockade was in force to prevent the importation of arms and 
gunpowder from Somaliland to Pemba Island. The General Act of the 
Brussels Conference in 1890 arranged for agreed steps to be taken to 
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diminish inland wars between Africans, by means of arbitration and by 
the prohibition of the import of the fi rearms between 20°N and 22°S, 
that is to say, in all tropical Africa as far south as the Limpopo.8

A close look at Africa in the last thirty years of the nineteenth century 
suggests that Europeans were indulging not only in gun- running but in 
concession- hunting on a big scale. There was widespread and intensi-
fying rivalry between localised European economic interests. In fact, 
the most conspicuous and characteristic feature of the scramble on the 
spot was concession- hunting, as it had been in Egypt and as it was to 
be in China. The Congo was an outstanding example, though there 
it followed Leopold’s annexation rather than preceded it. Europeans 
committed atrocities in the Congo at an early stage: thirty- two Africans 
were tortured and executed for alleged incendiarism in 1879 – which 
shows how fragile was the basis of law and order on the Zaïre River. In 
Swaziland the tangle of overlapping concessions was so serious as even-
tually to compel compulsory expropriation and land apportionment by 
a British government. King Mbandzeni conceded in land alone more 
than the total area of his kingdom, and sold all his private revenues to 
John Harrington in 1889 for £12,000 a year. He even conceded the right 
to concede concessions – the culmination of concessions for mining, 
minting, tanning, for collecting customs and importing machinery, for 
oil and tobacco, for the right to establish everything from glassworks 
to pawnbrokers’, from soda- water factories to orphanages, the right to 
hold auctions and sweepstakes, to take photographs and set up billiard 
tables and law courts. John Thorburn obtained a concession to build a 
hotel for the concession- hunters. Not unnaturally Swazi folklore came to 
speak of the ‘documents that killed us’.9 In such circumstances British 
offi cials were inclined to think that it would be better for the Swazi and 
other peoples to be taken over even by a formal Transvaal administration 
than by a set of wild or seedy adventurers. In backing Rhodes, Hercules 
Robinson (as high commissioner) argued that he could ‘check the inroad 
of adventurers’, since the rush of concessionaires to Matabeleland had 
‘produced a condition of affairs dangerous to the peace of that country’. 
The fi rst concession from Lobengula was the grant of mining rights to 
Sir John Swinburne in 1869 in the Tati area to the extreme south- west 
of Matabeleland. Rhodes secured his own foothold by the concession 
negotiated by C.D. Rudd in 1888, by which Lobengula granted away 
his mining rights in return for a thousand Martini- Henry rifl es and 
100,000 rounds of ammunition. This covered a wider area than the 
Tati concession, but unlike it, did not involve sovereign rights. The 
charter of the British South Africa Company could not in fact have 
been granted if there had not been concessions obtained from African 
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chiefs. The charter gave permission to certain British subjects to exercise 
any rights that African chiefs had conceded or might concede. Because 
Matabeleland and Mashonaland were reputedly rich in gold, specula-
tors rushed in: German, Portuguese, Transvaalers and Cape Colonists 
bartered gin and rifl es with Lobengula for mineral rights. Lobengula was 
seriously alarmed by the infl ux of concession- seekers by 1888.

Petty adventurers without political aspirations helped to upset the 
balance and produced friction on many frontiers – men like Carl Weise, 
a German- Jewish elephant hunter who became a political power in 

Plate 2.1 Swazi deputation in London, 1923. Left to right: Benjamin 
Nxumalo, Mandanda Mtetwa, Amos Zwane, King Sobhuza II, Loshini 
Hlope, Suduka Dhlamini, Sol Plaatje, and Pixley Seme (the two legal 
advisers from the ANC). Sobhuza was installed as Ngwenyama on 
the last day of 1921, and immediately began planning a deputation 
to present Swazi grievances in London. A petition by ‘the King and 
Council of Swaziland’ was submitted to the high commissioner, 30 May 
1922. It laid claim to Swazi independence, and challenged the validity 
of the land apportionment proclamation (1907), which had recognised 
two- thirds of Mbandzeni’s overlapping concessions, but converted 
leaseholds into copyholds, depriving the Swazi of formerly reserved 
rights of occupation, grazing, and tillage (CO 417/681, no. 30892). 
The deputation left South Africa in mid- December and returned in 
February 1923. A test- case on the lands dispute and an appeal in 1924 
failed. Source: the store at Malkerns, Swaziland (1970).
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Ngoniland in Zambia. In Nyasaland, taking advantage of African trust-
fulness, ingenuousness, and inexperience, individuals and companies 
obtained ownership of land on which large numbers of Africans lived 
and tilled the soil. John Buchanan, a coffee planter, bought 3,065 acres 
in the future city of Blantyre for a gun, thirty- two yards of calico, two 
red caps, and several other tiny items. Sir Harry Johnston had to make a 
report in 1892 after a survey of land claims. He noted that some claim-
ants had obtained thirty, forty, or fi fty square miles of territory with 
exclusive rights of mining and road- making. He sorted this out, but left 
the Africans in control of no more than two- fi fths of the total land area 
of Nyasaland. It has been concluded on the basis of a study of Ruanda-
 Urundi that by 1890 the scramble for East Africa threatened to become 
uncontrollable. Concession claims became increasingly entangled, and 
any solution might rapidly have become impossible. The explorer H.M. 
Stanley in particular may have aggravated the situation. Britain used 
Stanley’s treaties for all they were worth, and perhaps much more than 
they were worth. Regardless of economic value, competition for scraps 
of territory increased. Ruanda- Urundi was the object of much European 
bickering down to the 1910 Kivu- Mfumbiro Conference.

Sometimes local administrations were in private hands. It was this 
fact which generated intense Anglo- German friction in East Africa 
after 1887. Lord Granville as foreign secretary in 1885 explained to the 
German government how ‘unnecessary complications’ must unavoid-
ably result from imposing no check over the action of individuals, and 
even offi cials, in such distant places. Sir William Vernon Harcourt in 
the same year complained that British agents were getting Britain into 
diffi culties in every quarter of the globe. Lord Salisbury plainly feared 
the growing chaos in Africa. He worried about British offi cials with pro-
consular pretensions, but he was even more apprehensive of European 
adventurers, doubting the possibility of effectively restraining them: ‘It 
is impossible to prevent the danger of collisions, which might be mur-
derous and bloody.’ In South Africa for this reason he was anxious to 
obtain agreement with Portugal, whose agents were especially active in 
seeking concessions. Anarchy was undoubtedly endemic in many areas 
of southern Africa.10

In West Africa French and British fi rms behaved more aggressively 
towards one another after 1875, when France deliberately tried to break 
into the richer and British- dominated markets, especially on the Niger 
and Oil Rivers between 1880 and 1883. There were fears too that de 
Brazza would move north and seize the Ibo palm- oil producing lands 
of the hinterland. More European traders had been brought in by the 
steamship, while African merchants had also begun to compete. The 
increasingly diffi cult economic situation of the 1870s led to strains, 
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misunderstandings, and confl icts between all the participants. There 
was a sharp drop in prices for palm oil in the mid- 1880s. In this crisis a 
trade war was fought out in Lagos among Europeans, and with African 
traders and producers, in an attempt to pass on as much of their losses as 
possible. As Professor Hopkins has established, of twelve European fi rms 
in Lagos in 1880, only fi ve remained in 1892, and two of these were 
present in name only. Merchants pressed for political action to resolve 
economic confl icts. This was not a simple question of the government 
being ‘manipulated’ by traders. It made its own decisions in the light of 
what it assessed were the national interests of British commerce, and it 
made them from a fundamental belief in the hopelessness of achieving 
improvement by relying any more on African agency. Hence the estab-
lishment of the Oil Rivers Protectorate of 1885 and the chartering of the 
Royal Niger Company in 1886.11

Colin Newbury has drawn attention to the intense commercial rivalry 
on the west coast in the 1870s and 1880s. Local disputes arising from 
differential customs zones, sometimes operating in a protective manner 
(against German or French spirits in British areas, and against British 
cloth and arms in French and German areas), created, he believes, 
a situation only to be remedied by the ‘rationalisation’ of partition: 
the impulse to extend European rule over the interior came mainly 
from local traders, supported by commercial and shipping interests in 
Europe.12 Both Britain and France wanted to extend the area of their 
customs collection, either to raise more revenue or to assert sover-
eignty or title, and every sign of an advance by one power was usually 
counterbalanced by a move from its rival. For example, Gouldsbury’s 
expedition up the Gambia River (1881), prompted by Rowe’s desire for 
a counter- demonstration against French policy, had the effect of accel-
erating the French penetration of Fouta Djallon. Salisbury suggested to 
the French ambassador, Waddington, that the cause of many territorial 
disputes in West Africa might be removed by an agreement to assimilate 
French and British tariffs along the coast. The French were very aware 
that Salisbury’s main preoccupation was the effect of a confl ict between 
French protectionist policy and British commercial interests. This fear 
of potential foreign tariffs was deep- rooted. With so many eager com-
petitors in the fi eld, The Times felt, Britain could not afford to neglect 
any country likely to yield new opportunities for commercial enterprise. 
Ministers and offi cials might not have gone so far as this, but even Lord 
Derby as colonial secretary drew a distinction between keeping what 
was threatened and wanting new acquisitions. As the Francophobe 
head of the African department of the Foreign Offi ce (1883–96), Sir 
Percy Anderson,13 put it in 1883, British trade in West Africa must not 
be placed at the mercy of French offi cials, partly because this would 
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increase France’s political and military power: ‘Protectorates are unwel-
come burdens, but in this case, it is . . . a question between British pro-
tectorates, which would be unwelcome, and French protectorates, which 
would be fatal. Protectorates, of one sort or another, are the inevitable 
outcome of the situation.’14

III

That the established on- the- spot British interest in West Africa was basi-
cally a trading interest is unlikely to be contested. More controversial is 
the nature of British interest in East Africa. Analysis of Clement Hill’s 
Foreign Offi ce memoranda reveals a strong economic interest here too, 
though Gladstone complained that Hill’s attitude savoured of ‘annexa-
tionism’. Since the slave trade had been checked, commerce had made 
great strides. Hill contended that the region was rich in minerals, that 
cereals could be grown and cattle raised with success. He pointed to 
an excellent climate in the mountain ranges of Kilimanjaro and Kenya. 
He posed the question whether, in view of French trading rivalry on the 
west coast, it might not be better to exploit the commercial possibilities 
of the east coast instead. Consul Holmwood also urged the commercial 
possibilities. Colonists might grow rice, coffee, sugar, wheat, and fruit, 
and supplement a trade tapping ivory, wax, iron, and hides. The imports 
of Zanzibar increased from £500,000 in 1875 to £850,000 in 1884, and 
exports from £600,000 to £1,000,000 in the same period. The hinter-
land might fall to the sultan of Zanzibar; ‘the healthiest, and perhaps, 
the most valuable portion of East Africa’ was around Kilimanjaro. 
Outside pressure came from men, many of them powerful, such as 
Lord Aberdare, Mackinnon, Baron Rothschild, Jacob Bright (brother 
of John), who regarded East Africa as a new Australia as well as a new 
India, and a place of potential for Manchester goods. Lugard argued that 
Uganda, as an El Dorado, should ‘be secured at all costs’ (1891). The 
Germans also saw it as an El Dorado, and although the British gained a 
large fi eld for enterprise they had to sacrifi ce Kilimanjaro.

There were of course other considerations, essentially geopolitical in 
nature. As Clement Hill defi ned them these were the importance of the 
Cape route to India, and the existing trading connection between India 
and the east coast, especially at Zanzibar; the intrusion of a foreign power 
could damage both. There was also the fact of a Muslim population on 
the coast with a connection with co- religionists in Sudan, the Red Sea 
area, and the Persian Gulf, which, ‘if not close, is none the less real’. 
He emphasised the desirability of Britain exercising ‘a preponderating 
infl uence’ over these Islamic and Indian elements.15 But there was also 
the commercial potentiality, though this was not pressed by Zanzibar 
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merchants. East Africa had been made much more accessible after the 
opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. British desire for cloves, tea, coffee, 
and ivory was strong.

Nevertheless, strategy was what mattered in the East African acquisi-
tions, and especially in Uganda. The east coast was strategically signifi -
cant, as Foreign Secretary Granville minuted in 1884: ‘Its annexation 
by France or Germany, and the seizure of a port would be ruinous to 
British . . . infl uence on the East Coast. The proceedings of the French in 
Madagascar make it all the more necessary to guard . . . our sea route to 
India.’16 By which he meant the Cape route. What gave this considera-
tion enhanced force was the laying of the cable linking Cape Town and 
Zanzibar, Seychelles, and Mauritius. This reached Zanzibar in 1879 and 
Mauritius by the early 1890s. It was intended to be Britain’s fi rst line of 
communication with India and the fl eet in eastern waters in time of war. 
In view of the strength of France in the area – annexing Madagascar in 
1893 – it was expected that many ships would be required for the protec-
tion of the route. Zanzibar, as the turning point for the cable across the 
Indian Ocean, had to be held at all costs (Map 1, p. 20). It was almost 
equally as important to secure Mombasa – the only decent port (apart 
from Portuguese Lourenço Marques) north of Durban – for the use of 
the ships required to protect and repair the cable. No one expected that 
the Suez Canal could remain operational in wartime, if only because of 
prohibitive insurance premiums on ships and cargoes. So it became ‘an 
object of supreme importance that we should retain complete command 
of the only alternative and only feasible route in case of war’ (Lugard).17 
Even in peacetime the Cape route continued to carry 37 per cent of the 
total value of British trade with the East.

When Lord Rosebery as prime minister made the decision to keep 
Uganda, the strategic argument for controlling the Nile headwaters was 
kept in view, and the Uganda railway (the purpose of which was troop 
movement) was built on the same gauge as Egyptian railways, in case a link 
were ever to be made. The strategic case could be presented by reference 
to two other considerations. Uganda was ‘the paradise of slave- dealers’, 
and if they were given back their ‘happy hunting- ground’, Britain would 
be ‘guilty of a grave and perhaps criminal dereliction of duty’. Moreover, 
withdrawal would also involve the massacre of Christians, with an effect 
on the public mind comparable to that produced by the fall of Khartoum 
in 1885. Acting for the Imperial British East Africa Company, Lugard 
had entered Buganda in 1890, and two years later, in alliance with the 
Protestants, defeated the kabaka Mwanga and the Roman Catholics. 
This dominant and victorious Protestant Christian elite secured its own 
position by alliance with Britain – an alliance valuable to both, especially 
against their mutual enemy, the Baganda Muslims. Uganda was retained 
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in 1894 with British public opinion clearly pronouncing in favour on 
account of the Christian stake there, although it seems clear that public 
support was inspired by the government, who asked their mission socie-
ties to whip up a campaign.18

‘British prestige’ was a signifi cant motive in the partition of Africa, as it 
had been in the occupation of Egypt. Sir Percy Anderson, éminence grise 
of the British part in the partition, saw the scramble mainly as a problem 
of maintaining British power and prestige in an increasingly hostile 
world, though to this end he seems to have thought that Manchester 
should be stirred to look after its interests. He favoured counter- moves 
against every French and German advance. Professor Sanderson’s 
monumental investigation of activities on the Upper Nile leads convinc-
ingly to the conclusion that at the turn of the year 1898–9 considerations 
of national prestige and territorial possession were more decisive than 
any supposed imperial defence strategy on the headwaters of the Nile. 
The condominium of the Sudan went far beyond anything required by 
the latter consideration, but was necessary because the British public 
wanted a tangible reward for its exertions and regarded Gordon and 
Kitchener as heroes to be honoured. Moreover, it would seem that, 
ultimately, the quarrel between Britain and France which culminated in 
1898 at Fashoda was not about the security of Egypt and the Nile, but 
about the relative geopolitical status of the two powers. Fashoda has to 
be seen in the context of the British plan to assert control over the whole 
of the Sudan. ‘The national or acquisitional feeling has been aroused,’ 
lamented Salisbury in 1897.19

Perhaps the clearest example of running up the fl ag purely from an 
unalloyed desire to keep the foreigner out comes from South Africa. The 
fear of Germany in this region was very strong. The Victorians had been 
unnerved by German seizure of the Cameroons. ‘Predatory proceed-
ings’, Derby called them. It was suspected that Bismarck would then 
try for St Lucia Bay, which might lead him formally into the Transvaal 
if appealed to as protector. In the Colonial Offi ce it was feared that ‘a 
hostile cordon drawn round the Cape from Angra Pequena to Zululand 
would effectually cripple us’. One offi cial, returning from the Berlin 
Conference, gained the impression that the Germans were almost certain 
to annex any place on the coast of southern Africa which was left open 
for them. British diffi culties would, it was thought, then increase tenfold, 
because Germany might try to use its position to interfere between the 
British government and the Boers. A German presence was regarded as 
‘a dangerous complication’ which would increase the diffi culty of dealing 
with Africans and Afrikaners. German traders would almost certainly try 
to prevent British control of arms supply to both. Britain became inter-
ested in Bechuanaland only after Germany had annexed South-West 
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Africa. Annexation of British Bechuanaland then became of urgent 
importance as the territorial wedge between the German hinterland and 
the Transvaal.20 The same fear of a junction between Germany and the 
Transvaal led to the annexation of St Lucia Bay and the hitherto unoc-
cupied coastal region between the Cape and Natal. Gladstone saw that 
apprehension of German rivalry was a factor in the South African aspect 
of the partition. He said on 9 December 1884: ‘It seems that wherever 
there is a dark corner in South African politics there is a German spectre 
to be the tenant of it.’ Accordingly, Gladstone thought that Derby 
was quite right in wishing to have ‘a continuous line of coast in South 
Africa’.21

All European powers were anxious that Africa should not threaten 
international peace. In the last resort all agreed that their friendship 
was more important than their African interests. It was one of the aims 
of the Berlin Conference of 1884/5 to limit the effect of future African 
disputes on international relations in Europe and to reduce the danger 
of friction which lay in general ignorance of Central Africa. According 
to Sir Edward Malet, who attended it, Britain’s aim was to help prevent 
‘the anarchy and lawlessness which must have resulted from the infl ux of 
traders of all nations into countries under no recognised form of govern-
ment’. There was quite a strong move, supported by Britain, to neutral-
ise the whole African continent.22 It was generally understood at the time 
that the African activities of different powers had to be adjusted within 
the context of their European relationships and their mutual concern 
about Africa. Somaliland was declared a British protectorate in 1884 
in order to contain the anarchy consequent upon the dissolution of the 
indigenous government, and to prevent the danger of foreign encroach-
ment on the line of communication to India; it was also a major source 
of food supply for the Aden garrison. But in 1896 the administration 
of Somaliland was transferred from the Government of India (acting 
through Aden) to the Foreign Offi ce. Although Aden was geographi-
cally a convenient centre from which to administer the Somali coast, the 
viceroy of India could not know enough of the political considerations 
which would decide the action to be taken there as in other parts of 
Africa, ‘because they are inseparably bound up in European politics’.23

IV

It would be wrong, however, to end on this note. Partition, and the 
related ‘pacifi cation’ of African territories, was something above all 
which affected indigenous peoples. Their experience of it was far from 
uniform, and cannot be properly examined here. One regional example 
will have to stand for all.
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Geographically, it mattered profoundly where you were. A graphic 
illustration is provided by Central Africa in the 1890s, where two very 
similar polities had widely differing fates.24 The Bulozi and Ndebele 
states, Barotseland in today’s Zambia and Matabeleland in Zimbabwe, 
are strictly comparable in the sense that they were both more or less 
centralised kingdoms, ethnically similar, neither worn down by prior 
European infl uences, and both under the sway of the British South 
Africa Company. The Lozi were farmers and fi shermen, inhabiting a 
great fl oodplain stretching along the Zambesi for about 120 miles. This 
was a notoriously unhealthy place for the white man, with a signifi cant 
malaria threat. It was, in European terms, remote, isolated, an inacces-
sible backwater, of little economic value. Moreover, no one expected 
to fi nd gold in a marshy fl oodplain. By contrast, the Ndebele were a 
warlike people who built military raiding into an economic system, alien-
ating their neighbours. So they could expect no allies when they found 
themselves standing smack in the front line of a major European settler 
thrust on the ground, backed by the rich and powerful Cecil Rhodes. 
The Ndebele occupied a region of geopolitical signifi cance to the British, 
of expected mineral wealth (the settler pioneers were searching for a 
‘second Rand’), and of known pastoral potential. By 1897 the railway 
was at Bulawayo, thus depriving the Ndebele of protective inaccessibil-
ity. The upshot of these differences was that Barotseland survived as a 
compact entity, with a continuing monarchy, and a direct, privileged 
relationship with the British Crown. The Ndebele state, after fi rst going 
to war with the British and then rebelling (chimurenga), was dismantled. 
Social cohesion was smashed, the monarchy abolished, and much of the 
land and cattle confi scated. This led to Southern Rhodesia’s Africans 
being much more closely administered than Africans in any other British 
territory. The imposing Ndebele leader Lobengula refl ected sadly that 
he felt like a fl y caught by a calculating chameleon (the British); but the 
diplomatic skills of Lozi’s Lewanika were rewarded by an invitation to 
the coronation of Edward VII, where everybody said he looked just like 
‘a dusky Disraeli’.25
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3 The empire in a comparative global context, 
1815–1914

[Reprinted from the third edition of Britain’s imperial century, for which 
it was specially written in 2002. Not all libraries will have this edition, 
and comparative perspectives are increasingly fashionable, so the 
reprinting seems justifi ed.]

Historians have often supposed that the British empire was an unusual 
case in the history of European expansion and that the expansionist 
motivation of other states was quite different. But what if it could be 
shown that in fact these differences have been greatly exaggerated?1

I

At fi rst sight, the Russian empire, land- based, with a contiguous 
metropolis and periphery, might appear to have little in common with 
the British.2 The Russian sense of geopolitical vulnerability and strategic 
insecurity on the open and agriculturally marginal north Eurasian plain 
has been deep- rooted, and appears to persist even after the collapse of 
the communist regime.3 However, the ways in which this worked out 
in territorial acquisition will be familiar to students of British expan-
sion. In Central Asia from the 1860s the driving force was the search 
for stable frontiers and sound administration in areas of local politi-
cal power vacuum and nomadic Muslim raiding. Support might be 
mobilised by reference to commercial opportunity, particularly the 
development of the cotton supply, but essentially it was the frontiers of 
strategic manipulation which were being advanced. Army generals were 
the directing force. The architect of the conquest of Tashkent (1865), 
a key event in control of the region, was General M.G. Cherniaev. His 
new administrative machine put much power in the hands of the army, 
and the governor- general was always an army offi cer. The government 
in St Petersburg found it hard to control its agents in these remote fron-
tier regions. Army offi cers tended to make life- long careers in Central 
Asia, and they formed a close- knit group in the war ministry.4 Strategic 
arguments snowballed: every little campaign generated the necessity for 
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another. The common perception was that ‘it gave idle Russian generals 
something to do’.5 All in all, between 1830 and 1880 Russia advanced 
1,200 miles south towards India, and a further 600 miles towards Herat 
between 1880 and 1884 – causing much anxiety to the Government of 
India (see Map 3.1).

In the Far East, the Russian ‘urge to the sea’ through Manchuria was 
important, and railways the principal instrument. Herein lay the roots 
of the Russo- Japanese War of 1904–5. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, a central fi gure was Count Sergei Witte, the man who saw the 
Trans- Siberian Railway through to Vladivostok. As minister of fi nance 
from 1892 to 1903, he had effective charge of the empire. His aim was 
to strengthen Russia in an age of geopolitical rivalry, believing that only 
through economic strength could states become ‘fully able to assert their 
political power’.6

Lord Curzon singled out lower Russian emphasis on Christian mission 
as the principal difference between British and Russian expansion.7 In 
Central Asia, where 90 per cent of the inhabitants were Muslim, that 
is unsurprising, and Britain was equally wary in Northern Nigeria. 
Yet in general the Russians by the end of the eighteenth century had 
‘a thoroughly European ideology of cultural superiority and civilising 
mission in Asia’ (Lieven), and, where populations were non- Muslim 
and animist, Russian Orthodox missionaries were active. In Alaska 
from 1794, the missionaries left behind 12,000 indigenous Christians 
in 1867, still perhaps the most enduring monument of Russian rule 
there. Orthodox missionaries also entered Japan in 1858, with Monk 
Nikolai doing sterling work for fi fty years in that most religiously eclectic 
of countries, becoming Orthodox bishop of Japan in 1880. The Trans-
 Siberian Railway had a lavishly fi tted- out ‘church’ car.8

Russian expansion exhibits little support for a theory of ‘the economic 
taproot’. The consolidation of Siberia and the movement into Central 
Asia pre- dated the need to fi nd new sources of raw cotton from the mid-
 1860s and the huge increase in cotton outfl ow came only after 1908. 
Here as elsewhere, economic interests formed a backdrop to nineteenth-
 century expansion rather than supplying its motive force.

French expansion showed marked similarities with Russian expansion, 
especially in the tendency to concentrate effort geographically at any one 
time, in the weak grip of higher political direction from the centre, and 
in the prominent role of army offi cers. In France the army was more pro-
fessional and more infl uential in society than it was in Britain. A cadre 
of eight hundred offi cers formed an elite of marines, bonded by freema-
sonry not only to each other but also to civilian administrators: three-
 quarters of French governors- general in West Africa in the twentieth 
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Map 3.1 Russian expansion in Central Asia, 1863–87: the ‘Great 
Game’. Lord Curzon described Turkestan, Afghanistan, Transcaspia, 
and Persia as ‘pieces on a chessboard upon which is being played out 
a game for the dominion of the world’. The danger posed by Russian 
expansion to the security of India was not acute so long as mountains 
and deserts and buffer states kept the two empires separated. But by 
1884 Russian frontiers were coterminous with Persia and Afghanistan, 
and the distance from the most advanced outposts of British India had 
been almost halved in twenty years.
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century were freemasons, a much higher percentage than among British 
governors.

Henri Brunschwig advanced the thesis that French expansion was 
‘essentially political’, always ‘une politique de prestige’, an affi rmation 
to the world of ‘la présence, la grandeur, le rayonnement de la France’. 
Unlike the British, the French ‘did not need’ world commerce, and the 
expansionist activities of merchants were sporadic and ephemeral. Most 
French exported capital went to Russia. R.E. Robinson appeared to 
endorse this comparison with Britain: a French obsession with prestige 
made French expansion almost ‘unnatural, even superfl uous’, ‘very 
different’ from the supposedly more materialistic aims of the British.9 
These views, however, seem to underestimate the importance of pres-
tige for the British, at the same time as overestimating their commercial 
motivation.

Although the invasion of Algiers in 1830 could be said to have an 
obvious geopolitical imperative behind it – Algiers is no further from 
Marseilles than is le Havre – and although there may have been some 
hope of economic gain, the motives were opportunistic. Reasons of 
internal political expediency suggested an attempt to bolster a tottering 
regime by a spectacular foreign adventure. Long- term plans were notably 
absent and less than half the settlers (perhaps 40 per cent) were French. 
The occupation of the coastal region, however, produced a Muslim reac-
tion based in the interior, and a prolonged and bloodthirsty conquest 
had to be embarked upon. Unlike British India, Algeria did not ‘conquer 
itself’. Even when, by the late 1860s, the French army had established its 
mastery in Algeria, it was still impossible to secure the artifi cial bounda-
ries of the colony. There were 2,365 violations of the Algerian border 
from Tunisia in the ten years before the annexation of Tunisia in 1881. 
The French main aim, though, in 1881 was to pre- empt the planting 
of an Italian colony, and to consolidate their naval command of the 
Mediterranean. (By 1869 Tunis was bankrupt and thus vulnerable to 
European takeover.)10 As international competition intensifi ed, France 
became ever more obsessed with its world- ranking. Jules Ferry (presi-
dent of the council) declared in 1885: ‘Our country must place itself in 
a position to do what all the others are doing’, or be ‘reduced to third 
or fourth class’.11 By the 1890s something like a ‘grand design’, such as 
the British had had since the 1830s, was beginning to emerge. But for 
most of the nineteenth century, with an empire of almost insignifi cant 
proportions after 1815, what mattered to Frenchmen was not imperial 
expansion as such, but the promotion of the French language (the vital 
symbol of the mission civilisatrice), and, above all, rivalry with Britain, or 
rather, an attempt to assuage a political pride and prestige so completely 
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wounded by British successes overseas. From the 1830s ministers and 
offi cials in the foreign ministry recurred to the idea of ‘a French India’ in 
Africa: ‘Africa must be for us what India is for England.’ From the 1850s 
they began to wonder whether Indo- China might also serve as a replace-
ment for ‘our miserable remnants of Indian colonies’. Only by opening 
up Indo- China, said the explorer Francis Garnier in 1873, could France 
recover the empire of which Dupleix had dreamed in mid- eighteenth-
 century India.12

If France could not match the overwhelming economic pre- eminence 
of industrialised Britain, a supposed cultural superiority could be 
aggressively promoted instead, projecting France as a more enlightened 
and intelligent ruler of non- Europeans. Perhaps it was true. Whereas 
Napoleon before the Great Pyramid made an oration to his soldiers 
about how ‘forty centuries of history look down upon you’, the British 
lugged a theodolite up it and established a triangulation point. In 1882, 
victorious from Tel- el Kebir, British squaddies carelessly swarmed over 
the Sphinx. Napoleon is certainly credited with initiating the cultural 
component of French imperial rule, and, by his understanding of its 
potential power, with beginning the spread of European science to the 
Third World. He went to Egypt in 1798 with more than a hundred 
and fi fty savants – scientists, technicians, and artists – to record and 
collect the information required to rule Egypt on an informed basis. No 
previous European expedition to any part of the world had ever been 
accompanied by such a prestigious offi cial effort to discover the history 
and material resources of an overseas land (Captain Cook’s voyages 
were privately funded). The result was the splendid twenty- four- volume 
Déscription de l’Egypte (1809–29) in ‘elephant folio’ format, still one of 
the outstanding monuments of European scholarship – even Edward 
Said recognises it as a ‘great collective monument of erudition’.13 Again, 
forty years later, Louis Philippe’s government established a commission 
to undertake a ‘scientifi c exploration’ of Algeria: thirty- nine volumes 
were published (1844–67): zoological, biological, geographical, eco-
nomic, sociological; there was even a pioneering study of prostitution. 
In Hanoi in 1898 France set up the Ecole Française d’Extrême Orient, 
which also produced notable scholarship.

Missions had long been the principal preoccupation of Frenchmen in 
Indo- China and gave some substance to the claims of mission civilisatrice. 
Catholic missions had slowly rebuilt themselves from the 1820s, and the 
missionary strand became every bit as important in French expansion as 
it was in British, even though some of it was directed against Protestants. 
The difference was that the French government did not leave indig-
enous education to local voluntary or missionary enterprise, but opened 
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government schools. There were fi ve hundred of them in the Levant by 
1914 and 5 per cent of the French budget was dedicated to their support. 
French rather than English thus became the ‘international’ language of 
most of the Middle East until well into the twentieth century.

One other characteristic of French expansion deserves emphasis. 
This was the French love of euphoric geopolitical gestures, often with 
rivalry with Britain in mind. They wanted to join Paris and New York 
by an intercontinental railway, linking Alaska and Siberia (by an exten-
sion to the Trans- Siberian) with a fi fty- mile tunnel under the sea, 
through the Bering Strait. De Lobel took up this thirty- year- old project 
in 1900, but Russia fi nally refused permission in 1907. It may yet be 
built.14 Also planned was a France- to- China route via a Panama Canal 
(begun by de Lesseps, 1881, but interrupted in 1888), the Marquesas 
and Tahiti (acquired in 1842, and midway to South- East Asia in the 
Pacifi c), and back via Réunion in the Indian Ocean. In Africa, Captain 
E. Roudaire, an engineering offi cer, planned in the late 1870s to create 
an inland Saharan sea with a canal from the Gulf of Gabes (Tunisia), 
while Donald MacKenzie offered an alternative project from Cape Juby 
(south Morocco). Flooding the Sahara would be one way of dealing with 
a recalcitrant and expanding Islam in the interior. The other was by the 
construction of strategic railways. Proposals included linking Algeria 
and Niger, Algeria and Senegal, Senegal and Niger, Algeria and Djibouti 
(French Somaliland, on the Red Sea), Algeria and Lake Chad, Lake 
Chad and Johannesburg (the French riposte to Rhodes’s ‘Cape- to- Cairo’ 
dream). A Trans- Saharan railway received support from a parliamentary 
commission in 1879 and a vote of 400 million francs was supported by 
Charles de Freycinet, the prime minister and a former engineer.15 But 
less than 200 miles of it has ever been built. In 1899–1900 a grandiose 
tripartite geopolitical rendezvous was planned at Lake Chad (the moves 
to occupy which have been described by one historian as the ‘peak of the 
[French] colonial orgasm’16).This was to be a symbolic demonstration of 
how Chad could be the pivot of a unifi ed all- embracing African empire, 
with expeditions converging from Algeria, the west, and the south, but 
it ended in acutely embarrassing disaster. On the line of march from 
Senegal, after much rampaging and village- burning, a senior offi cer sent 
to restore order was murdered by another offi cer and two more offi cers 
were killed by their men. The advance from the south was by way of 
Brazzaville, the Congo, and Ubangui–Chari rivers. This route had also 
been taken by a remarkable expedition under Captain J.B. Marchand, 
making for the Nile, where he was supposed to meet a group from 
Djibouti (who got fed up with waiting) and search for a dam site. He 
became embroiled with the British at Fashoda (Kodok) in 1898. French 
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army engineers such as P.L. Monteil agreed with the British ‘experts’ 
Sir Samuel Baker and Sir Colin Moncrieff that with the right location 
it would be ‘an easy operation’ to regulate the Nile waters.17 A fantasy 
world of hydropolitics.

II

Like all other European leaders, Bismarck would have preferred to stick 
to informal empire (‘I want no colonies’, 1871), but this became impos-
sible for Germany through the new wave of international competitive-
ness and destabilisation in the periphery.18 For Bismarck, as for all other 
participants in the ‘partition of the world’, it was the frontiers of fear 
that drove him forward. Bismarck of course made a famous geopolitical 
pronouncement, rebuking E. Wolf, the explorer: ‘My map of Africa lies 
in Europe. Here lies Russia, and here . . . lies France, and we are in the 
middle. That is my map of Africa’ (December 1888).19 Accepting as part 
of a government’s duty some protection of the commercial interests of its 
nationals, the acquisition of colonies seemed above all a question of pre-
 emption. Bismarck, like all other European leaders, and probably more 
than most, can be shown to have used and manipulated overseas inter-
ests to his own advantage as a politician concerned with other, political 
issues, including protection of his own power- base. To do this he could 
work upon the local conditions created by German businessmen, such 
as the Bremen trader Adolf Lüderitz, or adventurers like Carl Peters. 
Almost all Bismarck’s acquisitions were made between April 1884 (the 
protectorate over Angra Pequena at Lüderitz Bay in South- West Africa) 
and April 1885 (the protectorate over north- east New Guinea).

All of them were pressing hard up against, though not actually directly 
overlapping, existing British interests. Togo impinged on the Gold 
Coast, Cameroon on the Niger delta, while the most provocative was 
Tanganyika (February 1885) opposite Zanzibar, but carefully avoiding 
the port of Mombasa. Domestic political anxieties as well as diplomatic 
concerns seem to have pointed to a controlled, limited, tactical quarrel 
with Britain. Bismarck at all costs wanted peace and order in Africa on 
a European basis and did not care much who provided it. Indeed, his 
anger with Britain over South- West Africa stemmed from his realisa-
tion that he could not rely on Britain to protect German interests there 
without formal German rule.20 He alleged that British consuls, mis-
sionaries, and traders in the Cameroons had incited the Africans to 
rebel against Germans. In 1876 German agents had urged him to annex 
the Transvaal. Bismarck was also worried about the increasing aggres-
siveness of France in Africa and its tariff policies. By summoning the 
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Berlin Conference, he clearly signalled his concern that Africa must not 
become the cause of major political disputes between European nations 
and his determination that its dangerous destabilisation must be brought 
under international control. Bismarck’s speech to the closing session of 
the Berlin Conference (26 February 1885) put the point well:

The special conditions in which you have opened up wide tracts of territory to 
commercial enterprise have required special guarantees for the preservation of 
peace and public order. The evils of war would assume a specially fatal character 
if the natives were led to take sides in disputes between the civilised powers. After 
careful consideration of the dangers which might attend such contingencies, in 
the interests of commerce and civilisation you have sought to devise means to 
withdraw a large part of the African continent from the oscillations of general 
politics, and to confi ne the rivalry of nations therein to the peaceful pursuits of 
trade and industry.21

In order to make the withdrawal from the ‘oscillations of general 
politics’ as comprehensive and valid as possible, ten days after invit-
ing the obvious powers (Britain, Belgium, the Netherlands, Portugal, 
Spain, and the United States, with Germany and France as co- hosts), 
on 18 October 1884 he issued a second batch of invitations to those 
with, in most cases, little or no existing direct interest in Africa: Austria, 
Russia, Italy, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and fi nally Turkey – fourteen 
participants in all, at a conference lasting three months. Unfortunately, 
whatever the statesman- like restraint Bismarck imposed, his successors 
were unable to resist the temptations of a more aggressive German drive 
towards world power, ‘a place in the sun’.

The Dutch in the nineteenth century did not indulge in territorial 
extension, as the main lineaments of their empire were already in place. 
However, from 1880 they were forced to make good their Indonesian 
holdings in a closer assertion of their authority, both because of internal 
instability and Islamic challenge, and because of external pressures. The 
Aceh War in north Sumatra lasted from 1873 to 1903 and cost 100,000 
lives. Dutch policy was marked by defensive pre- emption: ‘Fear of 
American intervention and later of England, Germany and Japan forced 
the Dutch government to plant the fl ag and have it respected in areas 
which they would rather have left alone . . . In short the only reason for 
Dutch imperialism was the imperialism of others.’ Wesseling thinks this 
feature, this attitude of ‘reaction rather than action’, ‘almost exclusively 
a function of international politics’, may be unique. But that is prob-
ably because he accepts a more economic motivation as the norm, and 
I question that. However, the way Wesseling articulates Dutch activity 
is congruent with my ‘two- levels’ model, since he points to the differ-
ent levels represented by private interests and local offi cials on the spot, 
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the mediating governor- general in Batavia and the colonial ministry at 
The Hague. Positive actions could be initiated but also be stopped or 
misfi re at any level, and in general ‘slackened with every step to a higher 
level’.22

‘The Italians are exceedingly tiresome’, complained Lord Salisbury 
in 1889, ‘with their misplaced and suicidal African ambitions.’23 The 
volatile and reckless Italian leader, Francesco Crispi, believed ‘colonies 
are a necessity of modern life. We cannot remain inactive and allow 
other powers to occupy all the unexplored parts of the world.’ Italian 
acquisitions – Tripoli, parts of Somalia, Libya, and Eritrea – arose from 
elitist conceptions of the prestige requirements of a newly unifi ed state 
and were not economically driven. Defeat in Ethiopia (1896) marked 
the ruin of an imperial venture ‘based almost entirely on a romantically 
grandiose vision of Italy’s place in the world . . . a well- nigh mystical con-
ception of national grandeur’ (Sanderson). Things were scarcely much 
different a generation later when Mussolini tried again.24

The historiography of the Portuguese empire is dominated by two dia-
metrically opposed interpretations: Hammond’s ‘non- economic’ version 
and Clarence- Smith’s attempt to align it with ‘economic imperialism’. 
Hammond’s interpretation remains persuasive. The insight of Eça de 
Querioz in 1903 seems to catch an authentic essence: ‘Precisely what 
preoccupies us, what gratifi es us, what consoles us, is to contemplate 
just the number of our possessions; to point here and there on the map 
with the fi nger; to intone proudly “we have eight, we have nine; we are a 
colonial power, we are a nation of seafarers”.’25 In a word, prestige was 
what mattered to the Portuguese.

As for the ‘Belgian’ empire, although the interpretative options narrow 
sharply, prestige was certainly present and there is demonstration of the 
fact that initiatives might indeed arise ‘at every level’ – in this case at the 
very top. The establishment of the Congo Free State confronts us with 
the actions of a single individual, acting on his personal initiative without 
support from any business interests (it was not yet known that the Congo 
would yield huge profi ts from wild rubber). King Leopold opportunisti-
cally, obstinately, and voraciously pursued for Belgium new sources of 
plunder and prestige. From the early 1860s he was impressed with the 
revenue the Dutch drew from Indonesia and hoped to fi nd an equiva-
lent, looking fi rst to Sarawak, Formosa, or the Philippines. Acquisition 
of the Congo as a personal fi ef did not satisfy him. Not content with 
portentous plans to link (in the French manner) the Atlantic and the 
Red Sea (a domain stretching from Leopoldville to Eritrea), he was also 
avidly on the lookout for leases and concessions in the Canary Islands, 
Uganda, Ethiopia, Macao, and China. Despite the attempt of Stengers 



 126 Dynamics: geopolitics and economics

to defend him against ‘insane megalomania’, it is hard not to agree with 
the king’s cousin, Queen Victoria, who feared in 1896 that Leopold 
‘must have wished goodbye to his reason’. Quixotic, rabid fantasies he 
may have had, but Leopold’s grab at ‘ce magnifi que gâteau africain’ from 
1877 was a trigger to the partition. And this bizarre case is an important 
reminder of the sometimes crucial role of metropolitan individuals.26

III

If ‘surplus energy’ and a sense of superiority are the taproots of the 
expansionist spirit,27 the Americans had plenty of both. The United 
States was inherently expansionist. By the end of the nineteenth century, 
‘the regeneration of the world’ was for some becoming part of the 
American dream, to which it might give a new sense of purpose. Senator 
A.J. Beveridge hailed the takeover of the Philippines from 1898 as part 
of ‘the mission of our race, trustee under God, for the civilisation of the 
world’. This was the moment when an American informal Pacifi c empire 
of commerce and Christianity became a formal responsibility and many 
Americans regarded it indeed as an enlightened ‘extension of civilisation’ 
not as territorial expansion.

It is easy enough to see how the geopolitical imperative might lead the 
United States into its southward thrust, conceiving the Caribbean as an 
American lake, eliminating an unstable and oppressive Spanish rule in 
Cuba in order to provide a strong naval station and to secure the route 
to the projected Panama Canal; easy, too, to see that the Alaska pur-
chase (1867) would be welcomed; or how the Hawaiian islands might be 
regarded as a ‘natural’ part of the American outer defence network, with 
internal stability a necessity for the naval base at Pearl Harbor. But why 
the Philippines? The attack was launched in 1898 in the wake of a suc-
cessful Filipino revolt against Spanish rule. President McKinley prob-
ably saw it as the logical result of the emergence of the United States to 
world- power status. There had been a vague sense of Russia, Japan, and 
China as ‘bordering’ the United States and of the Pacifi c as potentially 
a theatre of American enterprise. The Aleutian island chain thrust out 
from Alaska a big- brotherly arm, a prong into the north Pacifi c. American 
missionaries were established in Honolulu from 1820 and in China from 
1830. By the 1890s Americans were worried about destabilisation in 
China and anxious not to miss their part in concession- hunting.

Clearly, America’s leaders profoundly believed the international stakes 
in Asia were high. Manila was almost ideally placed to give the United 
States ‘a base at the door of all the East’, a base of its own, instead of 
having to use British facilities, and from which American ‘infl uence and 
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trade’ and the Protestant religion could be more effectively diffused in 
China. This trans- Pacifi c thrust, however, does seem to have had some 
strategic planning behind it. The islands of Wake (uninhabited) and 
Guam (Spanish) were acquired, nicely spaced on the shipping lane from 
San Francisco to Manila via Honolulu in the Hawaiian islands, which 
were fi nally annexed in 1898. There was an element of pre- emption in 
the Philippines. The Germans were seen as the principal rivals in the 
Pacifi c and they were actually holding aggressive naval manoeuvres in 
Manila Bay. There was potential interest from Britain (which had cap-
tured Manila in 1762 but returned it to Spain), and Japan, if Spanish rule 
should collapse. In fact the British, fearing a German colony, informally 
urged the United States to retain the Philippines. Despite the rhetoric 
of ‘overproduction’, there appear to have been no genuine economic 
motives for this acquisition. The Philippines had little economic value. 
American exports went overwhelmingly to Europe. Less than 5 per cent 
of exports left from America’s Pacifi c ports, mostly grain bound for 
Europe via Cape Horn. The Protestant religious and missionary estab-
lishments were, however, keen supporters of keeping the Philippines, 
apparently unaware that 90 per cent of the population were Catholics.28

Ideally the United States wanted no more than bases at Manila 
and Cavite, but as so often in the history of territorial acquisition, this 
could only be made good by control of the hinterland and the eventual 
annexation of the entire 7,107- island archipelago. Uncle Sam was far 
from avuncular in the Philippines. Perhaps it was hardly to be expected 
that soldiers who had, in many cases, spent an entire lifetime bashing 
the American Indians would show much respect for the Filipinos, who 
were perceived as an uncivilised, treacherous enemy who armed young 
children and mutilated captives. According to one American solider, 
‘We all wanted to kill “niggers”. This shooting human beings is a “hot 
game”, and beats rabbit- shooting all to pieces . . . We killed them like 
rabbits; hundreds, yes thousands of them. Everyone was crazy.’ Women 
and children were not spared.29 Even in the racially motivated violence 
of their methods of conquest, it seems, the Americans conformed to the 
pattern and model of European expansion.

Japan had a geopolitical advantage in its remoteness from western 
Europe, which fended off a premature interest by Britain, at any rate. 
It exhibits a rare example of an ‘indigenised colonial state’. Japan’s self-
 managed modernisation was highly eclectic. The founding fathers of the 
Meiji government determined in their charter oath of 1868 that ‘knowl-
edge shall be sought throughout the world’. Prince Ito Hirobumi, who 
became prime minister, and was chiefl y responsible between 1868 and 
1909 for the creation of the administrative system, went to England as 
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early as 1863, and he met Bismarck several times. The government by 
1875 employed 520 foreign advisers, perhaps half of them British, and 
many of those engineers. Key slogans proclaimed the policy: ‘Japanese 
spirit, Western method’, ‘Eastern ethics and Western techniques’. The 
best models were deliberately selected (with some switches): the British 
for navy, railways, industry, and seismology; the German for police, 
army, local government, the constitution, and medicine; the French for 
the civil and criminal codes; the American for agriculture and university 
education; the Italian for silk management. And then, determined to 
assert an equality with the Western powers, Meiji Japan embarked within 
a generation on expansion: to Taiwan (Formosa) in 1895, to Sakhalin 
(from Russia) in 1905, to the Kwantung peninsula (Liaotung, from 
China) in 1905, and to Korea in 1910.30

The study of Japanese expansion was for long bedevilled by the 
attempt to harmonise it with the prevailing European theory of ‘eco-
nomic imperialism’. This proved diffi cult.31 For one thing, Japan had an 
actual capital shortage when its expansion began. Silk was the engine of 
Japan’s industrial revolution and by the end of the nineteenth century 
the country produced one- third of the world’s raw silk.32 This did not 
of itself require expansion. There was very little Japanese commitment 
to empire- building as such. Their preference was always for informal 
control. There was, however, a strong sense of being an expansionist 
society, of wanting to emulate the classic British model of 1815 to 1858. 
The Japanese may well have wished informally to infl uence the future of 
the Pacifi c rim and spread the Japanese way of life, but they did not want 
to rule it. The largest group of overseas Japanese settlers was in Hawaii 
– 20,000 of them by the 1890s – but Hawaii became an American and 
not a Japanese colony. The reasons for empire must be sought elsewhere. 
Myers and Peattie in 1984 put forward the geopolitical argument that 
the Japanese empire was designed to create a strategic ring fence in sur-
rounding territories which were regarded as ineptly governed: a standard 
kind of diagnosis, initiating a process which ultimately snowballed into 
over- extension and disaster. Japan fought its fi rst wars against China and 
Russia essentially because of geopolitical worries about Korea, poten-
tially fatal in Russian hands.33

IV

Inevitably the attempt to sketch briefl y the salient characteristics of nine 
other empires will be open to charges of selectivity in the use of evidence. 
However, I am attempting to draw out possible points of comparison with 
the British empire, to see whether other empires had more in common 
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with it than is usually supposed. Several themes- in- common do seem 
to emerge. (1) Expanding states have an initial preference for informal 
empire. This is hardly surprising: no state wants to saddle itself with the 
burdens of formal rule if another will do the work for it; informal control 
is thus seen as the cheapest, most sophisticated way to exert infl uence. 
(2) Informal control tends to break down in unstable frontier zones, and 
indigenous regimes on the periphery often fail to provide the minimum 
standards of law and order suffi cient for European purposes. Hinterlands 
have to be secured. (3) Much of the periphery was dominated by Islam, 
and engagement with Islam was a common preoccupation for many 
European empires: not just the British and French in Africa and India, 
but the Russians in Central Asia, the British in the Malay world, the 
Italians in Libya, the Americans in the southern Philippines – although 
none of these could match the fearful scale of involvement by the Dutch 
against the Muslim Acehnese in Indonesia.34 To say that all shared a fear 
of Islam is perhaps pitching it too high: on the whole what is striking is 
European confi dence that Islam could be controlled and contained. (4) 
If European expansion was in a sense always in competition with Islam, 
inter- state competitiveness within the Western international system 
is clearly also an overarching theme. Almost all states take territory 
reactively, that is to say because a rival has already done so. There is a 
geopolitical preoccupation with world- ranking and status: ‘the frontiers 
of fear’ are driven forward, and strategic concerns take on a dynamic of 
their own. (5) All European leaders were worried that existing interests 
would be squeezed out in any aggressively competitive situation. Thus 
pre- emption was frequently a dominant immediate motive for acquiring 
territory. (I have used the term pre- emption simply to mean forestalling 
foreign rivals in places where maintenance or consolidation of existing 
interests was perceived as desirable, and not in the German sense of 
Torschlusspanik, ‘the pegging out of claims for the future’ just for the sake 
of it, though this did sometimes happen in the heightened competitive-
ness of the late nineteenth century.) (6) Most expanding states seem 
to have ‘less’ of an economic motivation than Britain, but this should 
alert us to the likelihood that historians have overestimated the role of 
economic interests in the British case. Examining other empires seems 
to confi rm that while many political leaders thought collateral economic 
gain was possible, businessmen were usually noisy but essentially second-
ary infl uences in decisions to take territory. (7) The reasons for territorial 
acquisition are almost always complex and multi- faceted. Frequently 
they have a cultural dimension, at least at the local level. Expanding 
states produce people keen to spread their way of life and will often 
have missionary elements seeking religious converts among indigenous 
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communities. (8) Crucially and fundamentally, obsession with prestige 
assumed a primary signifi cance for all expanding states, since concern 
for prestige ‘is the essence of being a great power’ (Hinsley).35 So perva-
sive is the determining infl uence of prestige on governments that it can 
also be shown to be intimately related to geopolitical assessments, and 
thus a root cause of the wars which they fi ght.
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4 The myth of ‘gentlemanly capitalism’

[Not previously published, this chapter does not seek rigorously to 
review a debate which has become controversial and even heated; rather 
it tries to show that economic history cannot be treated separately from 
political and diplomatic history if a comprehensive picture is the aim. 
This conclusion could perhaps be an enduring legacy of the debate, 
even when interest refocuses elsewhere. (New directions are strikingly 
suggested by Professor Hopkins himself, into globalisation and empires 
as transnational organisations with supranational connections: A.G. 
Hopkins, ‘Back to the future: from national history to imperial history’, 
Past and Present, no. 164 (1999), pp. 198–243.)]

The City of London was at the centre of a commercial empire, remark-
able in its global reach. Britain was the world’s banker, and its mercantile 
marine and overseas investments were among its most signifi cant ‘impe-
rial’ attributes. This remarkable economic system is the subject of a 
comprehensive study by P.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins. Now in its second 
edition, British imperialism, 1688–2000 is an impressively learned book of 
739 pages, developed from an infl uential pair of articles in the Economic 
History Review, entitled ‘Gentlemanly capitalism and British overseas 
expansion’, published in 1986 and 1987.1 In British imperialism, the 
authors propose a large- scale simplifi cation and hold a strong interpreta-
tive line through a long period of time (although 1688 to 1850 is dealt 
with in a forty- page ‘prospective’). They attempt to redefi ne the whole of 
the imperial process of expansion, and even the nature of British society 
itself. Unsurprisingly, their work has attracted a lot of comment and crit-
icism,2 to which they have generally responded with their usual courtesy 
and ready appreciation of the contributions of other historians.3

The essential Cain and Hopkins proposition is the ‘importance of met-
ropolitan interests in shaping Britain’s presence abroad’ (p. 13). Their 
overriding aim is the laudable one of making systematic connections 
between British imperial history and the history of the British economy 
and state- building, by reintegrating the two (p. 542). The ‘causes of 
British imperialism’ (p. 24) are located within ‘impulses emanating from 
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the centre’ (p. 645). They have focused on ‘the domestic roots of impe-
rialism’ because this approach ‘seems to us to have greater explanatory 
power than one pitched at the level of international relations and removed 
from the interests which shape national policy’ (p. 685). (The word 
‘removed’ here is surprising, since inter- state concerns about prestige 
are normally held to determine ‘the national interest’, as its very essence, 
and not something ‘removed’ from it.) Thus Cain and Hopkins propose 
a reversion to the old narrow idea of the primacy of economic interests 
as the basis of Britain’s global expansion. There is, however, a new twist: 
‘gentlemanly capitalists’ of the City of London and south- east England 
are substituted, in the key role, for the bourgeois industrial capitalists of 
the older accounts.

I

In British imperialism, the engine of expansion is driven by home coun-
ties investors and City fi nanciers, as opposed to northern manufacturing 
tycoons, of whom they were suspicious (p. 31).4 The ‘expansionist forces 
of investment, commerce and migration’ were promoted by ‘the gentle-
manly capitalist class’ (p. 449), superintending the service- economy of 
banking, insurance, and communications (p. 37). ‘Gentlemanliness’ is 
defi ned as the snobbish, amateur, Christian, upper- middle class charac-
ter of the English public school Establishment elite; they had capitalist 
assumptions and a willingness to make money and calculate profi t (pp. 
34, 37, 84), but paradoxically this was allied to a contempt for ‘mere 
money- making’ (p. 120). A crucial connection – the authors argue – was 
the link between the economic power of this gentlemanly elite and the 
political authority of government in its decision- making, a link inherent 
in the ‘high social status’ of those in fi nancial and commercial services. 
Government offi cials ‘moved in the same circles and shared the same 
values’ as City businessmen – ‘an essential likemindedness’, the authors 
call it (pp. 400–2). The leading politicians were ‘invariably gentlemen’, 
and they protected and promoted ‘income- streams which fed gentle-
manly interests’, giving much less weight to industrial interests in the 
formulation of policy (p. 647). Both the political and economic members 
of the elite had shared priorities and a common view of the world and 
how it should be ordered.

Thus far, it might be thought, Cain and Hopkins have presented their 
thesis clearly, but the argument becomes much less tangible in the latest 
version, when they suggest almost metaphysical conclusions: ‘in our 
account, capitalism is actually absorbed by the elites and adapted to suit 
their needs’ (p. 33); ‘the imperial mission was the export version of the 
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gentlemanly order’ (p. 47); ‘imperialism was an integral part of the con-
fi guration of British society’ (p. 56) – and this when ‘imperialism’ itself is 
defi ned as ‘an incursion, or an attempted incursion, into the sovereignty 
of another state’ (p. 54).

Although it may be paradoxical to explain British imperialism by an 
essentially English characteristic, there is of course nothing particularly 
controversial about describing the political elite as ‘gentlemanly’. The 
pervasive grip of genteel middle- class values on English society is not in 
doubt, with all that we now understand about the Victorian aspirations 
to respectability and godly manliness. The trouble starts when ‘capital-
ism’ is claimed to be one of its central values. What is problematic is the 
attempt to isolate, and then to magnify, from the totality of gentlemanly 
elements the narrowly fi nancial and fi scal concerns of the elite, and then 
to suggest that these were able to exert a powerful infl uence on the whole 
direction of the British economy and government policy, even in India 
and elsewhere (p. 542).

So where might this thesis be said to be vulnerable? To start with 
a notorious quotation from Lord Salisbury: as the South African War 
approached, the prime minister lamented the fact that Milner had led 
the British government into having to make ‘a considerable military 
effort – and all for people whom we despise’.5 This contemptuous and 
dismissive dissociation from Johannesburg mining magnates is a vivid 
example of a more general unease in the relations between politicians 
and businessmen. Years later, the Labour minister Richard Crossman 
pronounced the government’s distance from the world of the City ‘ter-
rifying’. Contrary to the Cain and Hopkins picture, there was in truth 
a deep mutual mistrust, a serious disparity of outlook: as one empire 
historian puts it, ‘status, merit, honour and success were judged very 
differently in these two worlds’.6 The ‘gentlemanly class’ may or may 
not have formed ‘the backbone of the Colonial Offi ce’ (p. 121) (its most 
obvious characteristic in the fi rst half of the twentieth century was surely 
its scholarly donnishness). But it is another matter entirely to position its 
civil servants as in effect sympathetic agents of City fi nanciers, or indeed 
of any other interest group. More plausibly, they can be described as 
austere and objective guardians of national reputation, of trusteeship 
for those peoples administered from the CO – even if this was of limited 
effectiveness – and disdainful of vested interests of all kinds. There is 
here exactly the same kind of historiographical problem as that which 
confronted the now largely discredited neo- Marxist interpretations 
of the relationship between government and mining capitalists on the 
Witwatersrand before and after the South African War.

The problem for proponents of neo- Marxism or gentlemanly capitalism 
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is the same. How do you prove – especially when you work from theory 
and secondary accounts rather than government documents – that the 
magnates, or businessmen, exercised a determining infl uence over politi-
cal decision- making? The fact is that in South Africa such a link has not 
been proved, and the archival evidence is that the government manipu-
lated the mining magnates, and not the other way round.7 Similarly, 
those studying Malaya have rejected the idea of capitalist manipulation, 
and stressed the handicaps imposed by Colonial Offi ce opposition.8 
More generally, having concerns in common, perhaps a convergence 
of interests – businessmen giving support to government, or even being 
consulted – none of this proves them to be exercising a decisive infl uence 
on government. Sometimes government did defend private economic 
initiatives overseas. But not often and never automatically. Where deci-
sions suited economic interests, and government appeared to back com-
mercial objectives, this was seldom for commercial reasons. It was much 
more likely to be applying geopolitical- strategic, international- prestige 
diplomatic calculations. Plainly, in some cases interests diverged.

If the authors are right that Whitehall attitudes were sympathetic to 
settlers in East Africa, and were ‘broadly the same’ (p. 581), then they 
have to explain why there was continual tension between them, and 
why, in the long run, settler aspirations failed. In China, it is claimed, 
British planners valued stability simply for the security of ‘public sector 
loans’; too much is made in their account of China of the infl uence on 
government policy of Jardine, Matheson & Co. and the Hongkong and 
Shanghai Bank (HSBC) (pp. 605, 612). The authors assume that the 
Foreign Offi ce and the HSBC were ‘manned by the same sort of people’ 
(pp. 379–80), a view which the haughty mandarins of the FO would 
have dismissed with scorn.9 The actual disconnection between the FO 
and business leaders would be most strikingly illustrated by Sir William 
Fraser (1888–1970). This dour ungentlemanly Glaswegian oil industri-
alist, chairman of the Anglo- Iranian Oil Company – in which the govern-
ment had a 51 per cent stake – never won the confi dence of ministers or 
civil servants; his suitability for such an important post was questioned, 
and during the crisis of 1951 he was heavily criticised by diplomats. For 
his part, Fraser ‘had a fi re- eating contempt for civil servants’.10 In short, 
the fi nal admission of Cain and Hopkins that more work is needed on 
‘the connection joining fi nancial interests to political authority’ (p. 659) 
can only be welcomed.11

The analysis of the characteristics and infl uence of the ‘gentlemanly 
capitalist class’ (p. 449) will seem to some readers rather too tentative. 
But there is an even more fundamental problem involved in the attempt 
to explain the reality of something called ‘British imperialism’, and to do 
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so along monocausal lines. One can only admire the courage of scholars 
who try to develop a thesis about ‘imperialism’, after the magisterial 
dismissal of its ‘muddle- headed historians’ by Sir Keith Hancock, more 
than half a century ago: ‘It is a pseudo- concept which sets out to make 
everything clear and ends by making everything muddled; it is a word for 
the illiterates of social science, the callow and the shallow who attempt to 
solve problems without mastering a technique.’12 The essential trouble 
with this ‘pseudo- concept’ is, as Ged Martin has demonstrated more 
than once, that it is ‘a reifi ed term that can all too easily take on a life 
of its own’, which in its analytical looseness, can all too readily become 
‘an autonomous monster’: ‘Imperialism comes to life, becomes a his-
torical player in its own right, a self- propelled bulldozer that roams the 
world creating level playing- fi elds for capitalism. Real people and even 
other processes, such as industrialisation, are reduced to the status of 
“agents”.’13 Moreover, those who persist with this ‘pseudo- concept’ 
are unable to agree upon a defi nition of ‘imperialism’. Each makes his 
or her own theory (‘it means what I say it means’). They may admit 
that it is complex, as well as ideologically loaded. But if complex, then 
it is absolutely not reducible to a single set of motives, in the Cain and 
Hopkins manner,14 and, if emotive, then surely it is suspect as a working 
category.

Historians of empire have worked hard since the 1950s to elucidate 
the relative balance of a subtle and comprehensive range of variables in 
order to describe empires and expansionist motivations – not just eco-
nomic explanations, but strategic, geopolitical, and prestige considera-
tions, and religious, missionary, ethical, cultural, even sexual infl uences. 
They have understood that imperial activities cannot be comprehended 
by a restriction to ‘metropolitan impulses’, but have raised awareness of 
what was happening overseas, on ‘the periphery’, where turbulent fron-
tier situations and indigenous reactions might draw European powers 
further from their bridgeheads into territorial control. Major contribu-
tions along these lines have been made, for example, by R.E. Robinson, 
acknowledged by Cain and Hopkins as a master of the fi eld (p. 5, n. 
18).15 But by refocusing on the primacy of metropolitan initiatives and 
economic motives, Cain and Hopkins are aware that they may be com-
mitting themselves to a retrograde exercise.16

The inevitable result of confi ning discussion to the economic elements 
is a sheaf of lopsided interpretations, oversimplifi cations with insuffi cient 
context. Here are some examples. The purpose of taking (strategic) naval 
bases is said to have been simply ‘to police the new economic order’ (p. 
650). Policy towards the Ottoman empire is depicted as prompted by 
fi nancial interests, especially after its bankruptcy in 1875 (pp. 342–51) 
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– yet Christopher Platt established long ago that ‘in no sense could it 
be said government intervened as part of a general policy of promot-
ing British fi nance overseas’.17 In the chapter on the partition of Africa, 
only ten pages are devoted to the tropical areas. These contain predict-
able generalisations: the ‘City’s needs were very much to the fore’ (pp. 
400–2), and, ‘in general Britain enlarged her sphere of infl uence in areas 
where the value of existing trade indicated that expansion could be self-
 supporting’ – but is that true for Somaliland, or Kenya, or Nyasaland? 
Britain’s active South African policy in the 1890s ‘owed little to strategic 
considerations’ – but Cain and Hopkins ignore regional geopolitical con-
cerns, and give the impression that the only strategic aim was the security 
of the Simon’s Town naval base (pp. 324–6). The occupation of Egypt 
in 1882 is explained as ‘a direct result of the Khedive’s external indebt-
edness’ (p. 652) – an interpretation sidelining such salient considerations 
as the ‘routes to India’. The Anglo- Japanese alliance in 1902 emerges 
as if it were concluded merely to help ‘the Treasury to control naval 
expenditure at a critical time by making Japan Britain’s watchdog in the 
Far East’ (p. 373) – rather than meeting Foreign Offi ce concerns about 
Russian expansion. Chamberlain’s failure with tariff reform after 1903 
is much more complicated than is implied by their bald statement that 
he failed to unite industry behind him (pp. 194–7). The Union of South 
Africa was set up in 1909–10 for reasons other than just ‘a preoccupa-
tion with fi nance’, or hopes of realising its economic potential (p. 653): 
see below, p. 345. Afrikaner politicians of the 1930s would be amazed to 
see themselves described as having become ‘servants of foreign business’ 
(p. 511). As for Indian policy in the 1930s, because the authors assume 
gentlemanly representation of the national interest ‘gave fi rst place to 
fi nancial considerations’, they tell us that in cotton tariff reductions, 
‘Lancashire took second place to London’. This, they say, was because 
‘preserving textile exports was less important than defending sterling’ 
(p. 563) – but what about political and ethical reasons for such a policy? 
Cain and Hopkins further suggest that Britain’s constitutional policy for 
India was about seeking alliances which promoted fi scal and monetary 
objectives, and that radical political advance in India in the 1930s was 
constrained by the fear that an independent government would renege 
on its fi nancial obligations (p. 543) – not in fact an argument advanced 
by Winston Churchill in his comprehensive die- hard attempt to hold up 
constitutional advance in the subcontinent.

Discussion of the issues of decolonisation after 1945 shows the same 
predictable emphasis on fi nance. In the case of Ghana, the authors 
write as follows: the nationalist leader Nkrumah ‘agreed to respect the 
rules governing the sterling area in 1956, and he led his country to 
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independence in the following year’ (p. 638) – a seriously misleading 
non sequitur. The ‘importance of fi nancial priorities’ in decolonisation is 
a hypothesis which fi nds little support outside their own work and that 
of their students (see their footnote 58 on p. 11). The authors are right 
to the extent that declining economic importance did remove obstacles 
to decolonisation in India and elsewhere (pp. 561, 620, 630).18 But this 
negative factor needs relating to more positive ones, especially the inter-
national and geopolitical contexts of the cold war. Furthermore, domes-
tic political and social constraints were also signifi cant. The tenacious 
attempt of Wilson’s Labour government after 1964 to avoid devalua-
tion had everything to do with sterling as guarantor of living standards 
and symbol of British greatness, and very little to do with defending 
City interests.19 Generally, and unfortunately, the statements in British 
 imperialism, not necessarily untrue in themselves, tend to be advanced as 
if they alone were the key to understanding. Is this really the case?

II

The book is said to be based on ‘research’, but this turns out to be 
intensive reading of secondary materials, books, and articles by others. 
The authors’ knowledge of this literature is second to none, and can 
only evoke awe. But of unpublished business records and diaries, offi cial 
letters and despatches – archival documentation, or research as properly 
understood – there is little sign. The entire character of the project places 
much emphasis on theorisers at the expense of actual historical agents, 
with surprisingly meagre information about individual ‘gentlemanly 
capitalists’. Marx and Marxist- Leninism score twenty- six references in 
the index. Marx, Schumpeter, Weber, Veblen, and Hobson are regularly 
referred to, while several of the expected historical actors, big players like 
Warren Hastings and Sir George Grey, are never mentioned. Others, 
such as Lord Curzon, appear only tangentially. Some are brought 
in solely to buttress the thesis, regardless of how reductionist this is. 
For example, many interesting things might be said about Sir Harry 
Johnston, infl uential and hyperactive in Africa, but there is just a single 
sentence, dealing with his unimportant youthful report on the economic 
prospects for an agricultural settlement in East Africa. This they admit 
was ‘lyrical, almost chimerical’ (p. 334). Or, for an earlier period, what 
about Sir Stamford Raffl es? He was the founder of Singapore (partly for 
its economic prospects), a signifi cant and complex participant in the 
development of Indonesia and South- East Asia before and after 1815. 
Driven by geopolitical plans and hatred of the Dutch, Raffl es was a 
‘Renaissance man’ with multifarious interests, including the founding of 
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London Zoo. He simply cannot be pinned down by an economic label 
such as ‘gentlemanly capitalist’. Cain and Hopkins solve the problem 
neatly – by not dealing with him at all.20

Their defence for this approach is that they ‘are concerned less with 
anatomising the biographical entrails of a Dilke or a Rhodes than with 
explaining why Dilke- like and Rhodes- like fi gures arose in the fi rst place’ 
– as if there were anybody ‘like’ these unique men in any case. Rather 
than analysing ‘individual actions in terms of motivation’, they are trying 
to understand ‘trends and events and causes’ – but not everyone will 
agree that the two can be profi tably separated (p. 59).

William Pitt, the Earl of Chatham – surely an obvious fi gure for dis-
cussion in the context of possible links between City and government – is 
not even in the index, though he is mentioned once in passing (p. 89). 
Perhaps his absence is owing to the fact that it was shown a few years 
ago that Chatham was not the spokesman for the City in the way once 
supposed.21 Still, the issue remains worth consideration, especially since 
without him, there appears to be no eighteenth- century minister of the 
Crown plausibly involved in such links. Moving on to the Victorians, 
Palmerston has just two paragraphs, equivalent to one page of text 
(pp. 99–100). He is claimed as representing aptly ‘a particular brand of 
gentlemanly capitalism’ (mixing economic liberty with paternalist inter-
ventionism). Commendably, the authors have a better understanding of 
Palmerston’s extra- European policies than many of his biographers. But 
it is less helpful when they quote out of context the phrase about ‘opening 
and securing roads for merchants’, making it into a general economic 
aim, when it was in fact part of his diplomatic strategy for Afghanistan 
(see above, p. 74). Gladstone and Chamberlain alone among the politi-
cians receive any extended coverage: Gladstone, who was not (as they 
admit) a foreign policy or empire man (p. 186), and Chamberlain, who 
was defi nitely not a gentleman. They rightly lay considerable emphasis 
on Gladstone’s fi nancial policies and determination to maintain Britain’s 
economic supremacy (p. 187). But what is the convincing evidence for 
saying he was ‘an enthusiastic subscriber’ (my emphasis) to Egyptian 
stocks, and that this infl uenced his judgment in the crisis of 1882 (pp. 
188–9)?22 As for Chamberlain, Asquith thought he had the manners of a 
cad and the tongue of a bargee, and Salisbury even described him as ‘the 
Cockney’ – but he earns his place negatively, for his ‘direct assault on 
gentlemanly culture’ through the tariff reform campaign (pp. 194–7).

In general, there is a real diffi culty, of which the authors are well 
aware, of deciding who is a genuine ‘gentlemanly capitalist’.23 Cain and 
Hopkins concede that one important fi nancial group, joint- stock bankers 
or managers, were not gentlemen (p. 125). They recognise that many 
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of the leading City fi gures were Jewish or cosmopolitan (Germans and 
Greeks as well as Scots), but extend to them the benefi t of the ‘gentle-
manly’ doubt (p. 123) – which is dubious, because Jews laboured under 
civil disabilities until 1858 and were kept out of Oxbridge colleges, the 
essential training ground for the Victorian gentleman. Candidates for 
inclusion in the elite, within the defi nition of ‘gentlemanly capitalists’, 
tend to be multiplied until it almost seems that none can be allowed to 
escape, such as those accorded ‘honorary membership’ (‘gentlemen’ 
for this purpose, rather like Queen Victoria being an honorary man as 
required).

There are several examples of this in the chapter on ‘Britain and the 
partition of Africa, 1882–1902’ (ch. 11, pp. 303–39), where Sir William 
Mackinnon, Sir Donald Currie, and Sir Alfred Jones are all blithely 
included among those ‘most successful entrepreneurs who descended 
on Africa [bringing] the gentlemanly code with them’.24 Yet Alfred 
Jones (who founded Elder Dempster Line at Liverpool in 1879, domi-
nated West African shipping, and brought bananas to Britain), began 
his working life as a cabin- boy and remained essentially a provincial 
Liverpool merchant. Currie (founder of the Castle Line in 1862, which 
became Union- Castle) was a Scotsman, the son of a barber, hated by 
London- based offi cials and by businessmen everywhere for his willing-
ness to strike mutually advantageous bargains with German capitalists. 
There was nothing very gentlemanly about Currie, and he seemed 
untouched by imperial sentiment. Mackinnon (founder of the British 
India Steam Navigation Co. in 1856, and chairman of the Imperial 
British East Africa Company, 1888–95), with his Indo- Scottish interests, 
developed overseas regional networks without reference to any British 
metropolitan fi nancial- cum- service elite. Mackinnon’s family raised 
capital in Calcutta, the Netherlands, and Indonesia. He had no access 
to Treasury mandarins, and Rosebery allowed him no infl uence on the 
political future of Uganda. Mackinnon has been described by one acute 
historian (with no axe to grind) as ‘quite free from capitalist ambitions’, 
encouraging support for the IBEA Company from missionaries and mili-
tary men rather than the big capitalists.25 As to the prime movers on the 
spot in the partition, they seem equally ambiguous. Sir George Goldie 
may have been an entrepreneur, but he was of Manx origins, commis-
sioned in the Royal Engineers, and defi antly his own man. A convinced 
atheist, he lived for three years in isolation in the Egyptian Sudan with an 
Arab woman, before more publicly offending Victorian sexual morality 
by eloping to Paris with the family governess. Settling down somewhat, 
he set up a Nigerian administration through the Royal Niger Company. 
From this vantage- point, Goldie looked to the conversion of the North 
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African belt from the Niger to the Nile (the ‘Sudan’) into ‘an African 
India’, to be a source of military manpower rather than a fi eld of com-
mercial development. Its races were ‘at once capable of fi ghting and 
amenable to discipline’, and could usefully reduce a dependence on 
Indian troops in the tropics, undesirable on several grounds.26 Lugard, 
the most famous of Britain’s colonial governors, was a seriously confused 
young man from an army and clerical family, an ex- soldier with fantasies 
of becoming an elephant hunter. As high commissioner for Northern 
Nigeria he was determined to control, or in some spheres to prohibit, 
business enterprise, attaching primary importance to the interests of 
the Africans.27 Cecil Rhodes in southern Africa was a country vicar’s 
wayward son, regarded by many as a vulgar, bad- tempered upstart. 
His crony, the diamond magnate Barney Barnato, had the reputation 
of being a ‘dreadful little Whitechapel Jewish Cockney’. None of these 
men was a conventional ‘gentlemanly capitalist’. At the same time, the 
bankers in the City showed no propensity to invest in the newly acquired 
African territories.28

It is no more persuasive to characterise as ‘associates’ of the gentlemanly-
 capitalist entrepreneurs such people as the representatives of the Church 
Missionary Society, supposedly ‘drawn from established gentry families 
and from the professional classes of southern England’ (p. 308). In 
fact, most missionaries were of lowly social background and often ill-
 educated. Many of the earliest were from Yorkshire farming stock and 
were craftsmen. The most important of all, Samuel Marsden, second 
chaplain to the penal colony in New South Wales (where he was known 
as ‘the fl ogging parson’) and ‘the Apostle of New Zealand’ (1814), was 
a rough- and- ready Yorkshire blacksmith, with a late- applied veneer of 
Cambridge education. By the 1820s he had recruited as missionaries a 
fruit- grower, a ropemaker, a fl ax- dresser, a shoesmith, four carpenters, 
and a schoolteacher.29 The great Livingstone himself was born in a 
one- room Glasgow tenement, son of a self- employed tea- dealer, and he 
worked in a mill from the age of ten.30 The Welsh, the Scots, and women 
were always prominent, and several British missionary societies fell back 
on German recruits. Nearly all missionaries in any case, and especially 
the ubiquitous Evangelicals, felt almost no affi nity with the ideals of the 
ruling classes, let alone settlers or businessmen.31

And again, the systematisation of the values of the gentlemanly elite 
into a powerful independent force has been overdrawn. After all, even 
the Rothschilds were able only to provide fi nance for policies already 
decided by politicians; they ‘never shaped important policy’.32 The 
authors exaggerate the coherence, the insulation from industry, and the 
self- containedness of this elite. Like most interest groups, they were far 
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from monolithic in their concerns and representations, holding con-
fl icting views of what was and was not appropriate. This signifi cantly 
reduced any effectiveness they might have had, as it does for all loose 
interest groups. Historians used to think the West India sugar lobby in 
the eighteenth century exercised a powerful political infl uence, but this 
was not so, because the planters were in fact split into at least three sub-
 interest groups.33 Martin Daunton likewise convincingly showed – well 
before the fi nal working out of the Cain and Hopkins thesis – that ‘The 
City was fl uid and divided in terms of its economic and social structure,’ 
and, for example, split at least four ways on the Edwardian issue of free 
trade versus tariff reform.34 As for the politicians, the undoubted gentle-
men of the Liberal Party from the 1890s articulated a strong critique 
of what they disparagingly called ‘stock- jobbing imperialism’. This was 
described by Sir William Harcourt as ‘squalid and sordid’ (1896), while 
according to John Morley, Rhodes was surrounded by those ‘with whom 
imperialism is, and can’t be anything else, but a name for [stock- jobbing] 
operations of that ignoble kind’ (1897).35

Following on from this objection, the thesis has met with criticism 
from historians about the way it involves downgrading the contribu-
tions made to an expanding Britain by regions of the UK other than 
south- east England, like Merseyside and the ‘Celtic fringe’. There was a 
large fi nancial and mercantile class in northern industrial districts, and 
Manchester merchants were able at least to talk to government.36 West 
and central Scotland was the base for one of the UK’s biggest concentra-
tions of heavy industry and commercial enterprise, cemented by Scottish 
clannishness and freemasonry (an alternative manifestation of ‘linked 
values’?). Only about a fi fth of the British mercantile marine was reg-
istered in London. Several of the leading British steamship companies 
operated out of Glasgow, including the Mackinnon group, which was 
second to none. Glasgow benefi ted from its northern location, since the 
northerly sea- route to America (the Clyde to Virginia, say) usually took 
a little more than two weeks less in each direction than the transatlan-
tic journey from more southerly embarcation points. Glasgow was the 
principal port for Canada. The leading business- fi rm in Upper (British) 
Canada by the mid- 1850s was the import- export merchant house of 
Peter and Isaac Buchanan, brothers from a Scottish farming family, 
operating out of Glasgow, with annual sales of $2 million. The entire 
Canadian business world to this day retains a strong Scottish tinge and 
character, and the south- east of England is just not in the frame.37

The authors admit that not everything can be explained in economic 
terms. They recognise, for instance, that trusteeship policies cannot be 
reduced to economic motives (p. 571). They concede that geopolitical 
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considerations ‘have their place in the story’ (p. 645), but only, it seems, 
within the context of ‘the importance of fi nancial priorities in the formu-
lation of international policy’ (p. 11) – which is a pretty big retracting 
qualifi cation to their concession. Moreover, what is lacking is any sys-
tematic attempt to measure the exact relative dynamic balance of geo-
political, economic, or ethical considerations in imperial policy. Several 
revealing test- cases will suggest themselves to readers, including such 
standard ‘topics’ as the partition of Africa (see chapter 2) and the South 
African War. The case I have chosen here is one neglected in recent 
historiography, though it fi gured prominently for an earlier generation 
of empire historians. This is the making of the Peace of Paris in 1762–3, 
especially the ‘Canada versus Guadeloupe’ controversy.38

The Seven Years War was the most successful war Britain ever fought. 
The spoils piled up magnifi cently. From France, Britain conquered 
Canada, slaving- ports in West Africa, trading- stations in India, and 
virtually all the French West Indian islands except St Domingue, but 
including the prizes of Guadeloupe and Martinique. From Spain, Britain 
captured Havana in Cuba (Spain’s most important colonial possession) 
and Manila in the Philippines. The British government accepted the 
eighteenth- century international convention that victors should not retain 
all their conquests, but should seek a stable future balance of power. The 
British prime minister, Lord Bute, who was determined to pursue a per-
manent peace, had to decide which conquests to keep and which to let 
go. Within the grand strategy, keeping Canada was the priority. Britain 
yielded the main French West Indian islands in order to consolidate all 
the American territory on the left bank (to the east) of the Mississippi. 
Florida was taken from Spain in return for handing back Havana. 
Although there was a lively pamphlet controversy about ‘Canada versus 
Guadeloupe’, with arguments that Guadeloupe was economically much 
more valuable than Canada, the government ignored the public dispute. 
Bute accepted the principal war aim, defi ned by William Pitt in 1761 as 
‘the entire safety’ of North America, and especially ‘the secure posses-
sion of that most valuable conquest of Canada’. Canada was seen within 
a Eurocentric context of rivalry with another European power. Attempts 
have been made to suggest that the government was intelligently seeking 
to open up economic opportunities in eastern Louisiana and Canada 
(‘as a great potential market for British producers’).39 However, there 
can be no doubt that the peace terms were constructed simplistically and 
solely in order to realise the essential war aims, by providing a strategic 
security for the American colonies. Canada pre- eminently fulfi lled this 
geopolitical requirement, although it was also no disadvantage to be 
able to claim that retention would protect the interests of the fi sheries 
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and the fur trade. Expanding territorial holdings westward to the banks 
of the Mississippi provided an incontrovertible boundary, and removed 
the French from dangerous contact with the Amerindians; but this 
decision fl ew in the face of the fact that the Mississippi Valley was an 
economic unit which could not rationally be divided. The acquisition of 
Florida was expected to remove the threat of a French- inspired Spanish 
incursion from the south. France had tried to save Florida for Spain by 
offering Britain a million square miles of Louisiana lands to the west of 
the river, a striking offer rejected on geopolitical grounds. In short, there 
was no searching out of economic opportunity in the peace terms, and 
the great sugar- producing island of Guadeloupe was therefore returned 
to France.

Nor did the government in 1762–3 pay any signifi cant attention to the 
interests of the big commercial companies, and this despite the fact that 
their loans had been a vital part of the government’s ability to fi nance 
the war effort. (Up to 70 per cent of the cost of the Seven Years War was 
met by loans, mainly from merchants.) The government did consult the 
East India Company about the Indian peace terms, but chose to fi nd its 
claims excessive and unsatisfactory, preferring to stick to a reversion to 
the status quo ante, generous to France. The company was told it must 
either accept these basic terms or be left out of the negotiation, and the 
directors were then given an offi cial draft to accept or amend in one 
day.40 Nonetheless, the East India Company was accorded better treat-
ment than the Hudson’s Bay Company, which seemed to be largely for-
gotten even within the salient Canadian context, until March 1763, after 
the conclusion of the fi nal treaty, when it was asked for a statement of 
the limits of its claims in Labrador. As the company’s historian observes, 
it was not able to sway discussions at the highest political level.41 The 
Board of Trade had little grasp of British overseas trading interests, and 
could not furnish any useful information about the West African trade; 
when Bute was petitioned by Liverpool merchants trading to Africa in 
October 1762, he expressed surprise at the size of their operations, but 
said it was too late to do anything to assist them.

III

British imperialism stands at the end of a long line of investigation into 
‘economic imperialism’, perhaps the apotheosis of this strand of histori-
ography. But whereas their predecessors were content to write of ‘the eco-
nomic elements’ in the Pax Britannica, or ‘economic factors’ in the history 
of the empire,42 and accepted that ‘economic imperialism’ was a sub- set 
of a larger species, Cain and Hopkins have been much more audacious. 
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British imperialism continues to attract attention (and qualifi cation),43 
particularly among economic historians, who might be sceptical but take 
it seriously as a basis for discussion.44 Imperial historians have, on the 
whole (with the notable exception of Bernard Porter45), been much less 
impressed and respectful. Some agree with the lethal dismissal by Peter 
Burroughs, that those who accept Cain and Hopkins could ‘comfortably 
assemble in a telephone kiosk’.46 If the book had been modestly and 
more accurately entitled ‘An economic history of the British empire’,47 
it would of course have generated much less interest, but it would also 
have been much less open to attack as ‘an invitingly large target’.48 For 
the stumbling block is precisely its claim fundamentally to explain the 
dynamics of ‘British imperialism’, when the limit of what it effectively 
does is to advance a theory summarising the recent historiography of its 
economic aspects. That is of course valid and worthwhile – especially on 
some of the twentieth- century issues – and it is done with an enviable 
command of the specialist literature. But we should not mistake its wider 
value for understanding the empire.49 There is an intriguing theory, but 
much of the actual history has been left out. The words of one of the 
greatest of all economic historians ought perhaps to apply: ‘If it is the 
theoretician’s job to remove from his argument the considerations which 
do not happen to be “strictly” economic, it is the historian’s function to 
bring them together again.’50
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5 Peter Peckard, ‘universal benevolence’, and 
the abolition of the slave trade

[Newly written for this volume, this chapter is based upon parts of two 
pamphlets published as Magdalene College Occasional Papers (nos. 16 
and 35): Peter Peckard: liberal churchman and anti- slave trade campaigner 
(with J.D. Walsh, 1998), and Magdalene, anti- slavery, and the early 
human rights movement, from the 1780s to the 1830s (2007).]

The Atlantic slave trade, it is now believed, despatched 11,863,000 
Africans to America and the West Indies. Estimates tend to get revised 
upwards, so we can safely say ‘about 12 million, and maybe more’. Fewer 
actually arrived in the New World, of course, the death toll on the noto-
rious fi fty- one- day ‘middle passage’ across the Atlantic being on average 
about 15 per cent. During the eighteenth century, Britain became the 
major contributor to the traffi c, shipping a total of about 30,000 slaves 
every year in the hundred years before abolition in 1807.1

This was social engineering on a huge scale, and of a particularly cruel 
kind. Even after the horrors of the Holocaust and the anguish of apart-
heid, the African slave trade remains one of the most appalling chapters 
in the history of humanity’s inhumanity. Not just European inhumanity, 
it has to be said – but Arab and African inhumanity and complicity too. 
So why did it last for so long, more or less unchallenged? The economic 
realities of producing sugar, rice, tobacco, and cotton on tropical planta-
tions in sparsely populated regions were held to make imported African 
labour indispensable. It was not illegal, and African indigenous slavery 
was well established. There was a legitimising if shaky so- called ‘biblical 
defence’ of slavery, which argued that Noah had cursed the sons of Ham 
into servitude, and Africans were their remote descendants.

Acquiescence was compounded by the fact that Europeans themselves 
might be enslaved by Muslims, perhaps 20,000 of them – which is why 
‘Rule, Britannia!’ (1740) proclaims ‘Britons never will be slaves’.2 But 
above all the Atlantic slave trade persisted simply because of inertia, 
ignorance, unthinking indifference, and a sense of its being an unalter-
able necessity, part of the natural order of things.

All that was to change from the 1780s. Quakers, Enlightenment 
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thinkers, revolutionary ideologues, and even some poets had made their 
protests, but they had little impact. It was essentially the Cambridge and 
Anglican campaigners who really forced the abolition issue into take- off. 
They were working against the grain, and it was a tremendous counter-
cultural achievement.

It was not that the slave trade was suddenly becoming less profi table 
than it had been. So why did people turn against it? There is a lively 
and continuing controversy.3 W.E.H. Lecky, in his History of European 
morals (1869), described the crusade against slavery as ‘among the 
three or four perfectly virtuous acts recorded in the history of nations’. 
Subsequent generations have treated this judgment with considerable 
scepticism. Most famously, there was Eric Williams with his contrary 
thesis in Capitalism and slavery (1944), which argued that abolition came 
about as a result of obsolescence and disillusionment, and that changing 
economic conditions actually required it. ‘The humanitarians’, he wrote, 
‘could never have succeeded in a hundred years when every important 
capitalist interest was on the side of the colonial system.’ Yet the fact is 
that the development of a climate of opinion objecting to the slave trade 
on moral grounds was unprecedented. The aim in this chapter is to 
examine the contribution of one individual, an Anglican clergyman, so 
as to understand the religious or ‘humanitarian’ case better. An intense 
public reaction was created against the slave trade. This had a crucial 
– if not all- suffi cient – part to play in demolishing the long- standing 
near- universal acceptance of it. Not ‘all- suffi cient’, because no respon-
sible government could have abolished it manifestly against the national 
economic interest. Nevertheless, for campaigners to have successfully 
reversed such deeply entrenched public and governmental perceptions 
was remarkable – something which Edmund Burke as late as 1780 had 
considered a hopeless task (‘a very chimerical object’).4 The year 1807 
probably marked the heyday of the profi tability of the Atlantic slave 
trade, with perhaps four- fi fths of British overseas investment tied up in 
the West Indies. Some historians have argued that the slave trade was a 
nationally important and dynamic system ‘aborted in its prime’.5

I

Peter Peckard (1717–97) was appointed Master of Magdalene College 
Cambridge in 1781 and remained there until his death. He was vice-
 chancellor of the University of Cambridge in the years 1784 and 1785. 
Unusually for an abolitionist, he was neither a Quaker nor an Evangelical, 
but a latitudinarian (broad- church) Anglican divine, who believed in a 
religion of ‘universal benevolence’, ‘earnest, but rational’.6 In fact he was 
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regarded by Evangelicals as a dangerous heretic, since he had shed the 
doctrines of the Trinity and original sin. If ‘as a theologian he travelled 
light’, he was also an eighteenth- century ‘pluralist on a generous scale’, 
rector of two parishes in Huntingdonshire, and holding prebendal stalls 
at Lincoln and Southwell. Towards the end of his life he was also dean 
of Peterborough, though that was near his base in Fletton vicarage. He 
was by then the most serious and abstemious of men, with wide scholarly 
interests, a fi ne library, an exquisite cursive handwriting; distinguished-
 looking too, after his red hair had turned grey. But Peter Peckard had 
a reprobate past behind him. After losing an arm in boyhood, through 
messing about with a gun with a companion, he became a wild under-
graduate at Corpus Christi College Oxford. Notorious for foul- mouthed 
rowdiness in the quad, and drunkenness even in chapel, he was much 
talked about for having had a woman in his rooms at night. For most of 
his life he was a convivial army chaplain in the Grenadier Guards. The 
early rebelliousness seems to have been transmuted into a progressive 
radicalism. He needed a cause, and it was anti- slavery which came to 
dominate his last years. This was something which fi tted perfectly into 
his framework of patriotic reformism, as set out in a brief anonymous 
statement about himself in 1788. He professed to be ‘a sincere and 
zealous friend to the Rights of Man, to the Civil Constitution, and real 
Honour of his Country, and to the Christian Religion; particularly to 
that divine precept of doing every possible kindness to all our fellow crea-
tures . . . [with] a General Good- will, and . . . Universal Benevolence’.7 
‘Universal benevolence’ was his preferred gloss on Christian ‘charity’, 
and he interpreted it to include the promotion of civil and religious rights 
and liberties, equality and freedom for all.

In most historical accounts of the abolition of the slave trade, Peckard 
is given one standard sentence: that he set the prize essay won by 
Thomas Clarkson in 1785.8 He deserves more. One reason why he is 
under- recognised is that his letters and papers – in contrast to those of 
Clarkson and Wilberforce – have disappeared, other than his fi ve pub-
lished sermons referring to the slave trade.9

We do not know exactly when Peckard began preaching against 
the slave trade, but it may have been in the chapel of his college as 
Master. His fi rst published reference to it was in a university sermon 
in November 1783, preached at a service in celebration of the anni-
versary of deliverance from the Gunpowder Plot. Peckard touched on 
the ‘horror and enormity’ of the slave trade, which made ‘the Natural 
Liberty of Man an article of public Commerce . . . A crime founded on 
a dreadful pre- eminence in wickedness’, worse than murder. This must 
‘sometime draw down upon us the heaviest judgment of Almighty God; 
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who . . . cannot suffer such deliberate, such monstrous iniquity to pass 
long unpunished’, since he made ‘of One Blood all the Sons of Men, and 
gave to All equally a natural Right to Liberty’.10

This preliminary salvo was followed up quickly. Early in 1784, already 
aged sixty- six, fi nding his strength declining and believing he was not 
long for this world, he decided upon one ‘last public act’ on behalf of a 
cause which had long been close to his heart. He was due to preach the 
university sermon on 30 January, the Feast of King Charles the Martyr. 
It sounds an improbable occasion on which to launch an attack on the 
slave trade, but a sermon on ‘Piety and benevolence’ provided a genuine 
opportunity for refl ection on issues of civil rights and good government. 
Taking as his text ‘Honour all men, love the brotherhood, fear God, 
honour the king’, Peckard asked what it meant to ‘honour all men’. It 
was, he suggested, a solemn Christian duty. It also involved recognising 

Plate 5.1 The Revd Dr Peter Peckard.
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our common humanity, ‘the natural equality of the human race’. There 
was a God- given, natural, ‘inherent right to liberty’; yet, by participation 
in the slave trade, and gripped by ‘an imperious spirit of unjust domina-
tion’, the British people were, by selling them, depriving Africans of their 
liberty: ‘With conscious deliberation, and unexampled tyranny, we doom 
them to daily misery, and drive them by inexpressible cruelty to unceas-
ing torments, and an untimely death.’ This, he declared, was a barbarous 
iniquity, an avaricious crime, a national disgrace, ‘a Sin against the light 
of Nature, and the accumulated evidence of divine Revelation’, and thus 
doubly rebellious against God.11

It is recorded that Peckard spoke nervously – as well he might, in 
view of his daringly subversive words. Equally shocking, he abandoned 
the formulaic set prayers in order to pray ‘for our brethren in the West 
Indies’, so outrageously ill- used.12

One of the young graduates in the congregation on that astonishing 
occasion was Thomas Clarkson of St John’s. When, a few months later, 
by now vice- chancellor, Peckard set a Latin prize- essay competition for 
senior BAs on the subject Anne liceat invitos in servitutem dare? (‘Is it 
right to make slaves of others against their will?’), Clarkson remembered 
Peckard’s sermon and realised that the appropriate theme for him to 
write about would be, not, as would come naturally to a classics scholar, 
slavery in the ancient world, but the Atlantic slave trade. He duly won 
the prize in 1785 after considerable research, and in so doing discovered 
his life’s vocation. Clarkson founded the Anti- Slave Trade Committee 
in London in 1787 and then recruited another Old Johnian, William 
Wilberforce, to lead the parliamentary campaign. Meanwhile he set 
about translating his Latin essay into English, a task he found diffi cult: 
graduates in those days had much less experience of formal writing in 
English than in Latin. Published as An essay on the slavery and commerce 
of the human species, particularly the African (1786; revised and enlarged 
edition, 1788), it was dedicated to the vice- chancellor and heads of 
house in Cambridge, ‘but particularly the Revd Dr Peckard’. Clarkson 
always acknowledged Peckard as the man who had inspired him; among 
‘the activists’ of the campaign, he wrote, ‘the fi rst of these was Dr 
Peckard’ (History of the abolition of the slave trade, quoting a portion of 
Peckard’s 1784 sermon). In his ‘hydrographical’ chart, representing the 
abolition movement over time as a river with tributaries, Clarkson placed 
Peckard at the head of the ‘activist’ stream, with himself second, relegat-
ing Wilberforce way down stream in ninth place.13 (This was Clarkson 
getting his own back in a squabble for primacy, in which class tensions 
were refl ected, for the posh Wilberforces looked down on Clarkson.14)

As an aged scholarly don, in what he called his ‘sequestered situation’ 
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in unworldly Magdalene, now with ‘a very contracted’ sphere of action, 
and mildly surprised still to be alive, Peckard would have been content 
quietly to encourage the young men in his charge in right ways of think-
ing, while keeping out of the limelight himself. He was proud that 
Clarkson had become in some sense his instrument: ‘thus, through him, 
I look upon myself as in some small degree a Promoter of the glorious 
attempt to set the Slave at Liberty’.15 He was also pleased to become the 
friend and patron of Olaudah Equiano (Gustavus Vassa), the freed slave 
(he bought his freedom in 1766), who with Peckard’s help, emerged as 
the leading black abolitionist from 1789.16

At Equiano’s request, they had met in 1787 or 1788. Peckard’s interest 
was aroused by the fact that Equiano had worked as a slave in the plan-
tations of Virginia (which was in Peckard’s mind, for reasons discussed 
below). Peckard’s letters of introduction and commendation helped 

Plate 5.2 Letter from Olaudah Equiano to Dr Peckard, undated but 
probably 1788, requesting an interview. Source: Magdalene College 
Archives, Ferrar Papers, F/FP/2273.
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Equiano to turn his autobiography into a best- seller, The interesting nar-
rative of the life of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa, the African (1789). 
Later editions, and there were many, printed Peckard’s endorsement, 
written to the chairman of the Committee for the Abolition of the Slave 
Trade (from Magdalene, 26 May 1790): ‘I take the liberty, as being 
joined with you in the same laudable endeavours to support the cause 
of humanity in the abolition of the Slave Trade, to recommend to your 
protection the bearer of this notice, Gustavus Vassa, an African; and beg 
the favour of your assistance to him in the sale of this book.’ Peckard’s 
lead in endorsing the work meant that other prominent persons were also 
prepared to lend their names to it, including Clarkson. The interesting 
narrative has of course been rediscovered as the classic foundational text 
in the modern genre of black writing.17

But there is more. It is possible that through Peckard, Equiano met 
and in 1792 married Susannah Cullen of Soham in Cambridgeshire. 
There were two children. Susannah died three years later, probably 
giving birth to the second, Joanna. The fi rst daughter, Anna, died on 
21 July 1797 as an orphan, midway between the death of her father (31 
March 1797) and that of Peckard (8 December 1797). An intriguingly 
large, elegant, and prominent memorial to the four- year- old was placed 
at Chesterton Church, just a mile away from Cambridge. But who paid 
for it? Could it have been Peckard, more or less on his deathbed? – with 
the verse supplied by his wife, Martha Peckard, a minor poet? She is, 
at any rate, known to have composed elegies for tombstones in Fletton 
Churchyard, including one for a parish clerk.18

In the later 1780s, Peckard noticed that ridiculous arguments about 
African racial inferiority were gaining renewed currency, and, anticipating 
Clarkson’s further writings, published anonymously – which he thought 
might be more effective – a hundred- page pamphlet, Am I not a Man? and 
a Brother? (1788). This had the epigraph ‘Nihil HUMANI a me alienum’ 
(a slight adaptation from Terence).19 The arguments for abolition were 
rehearsed. Africans might be slaves in their own country, ‘but does this 
give us Title to enslave them?’ (p. 84). If Britain surrendered profi t, at least 
the British would also clear themselves of guilt (p. 91). More interestingly 
he then examined – from writings about Africa – such things as African 
capacity for music, poetry, medicine, and moral exhortation. In music, he 
pointed out, Africans had instruments, could sing with ‘a delicate and most 
enchanting harmony’, and had ‘a turn and power for composition’. Phillis 
Wheatley (‘Phyllis Whateley’) he cited as an exemplar of poetry. Ignatius 
Sancho he praised as a writer infused with ‘Universal Benevolence’.20 As 
for medical skills, it was a slave in Carolina who discovered the specifi c 
remedy for the bite of the rattlesnake (p. 18). All in all, he considered, it 
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Plate 5.3 Title- pages, from 
Peckard’s 1788 sermon 
(above) and his 1788 
pamphlet (below). (The 
University Library copy was 
deposited by Magdalene 
College.) Reproduced by 
kind permission of the 
Syndics of Cambridge 
University Library.
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could be ‘fairly proved’ that ‘Negroes are Men’, that they had sensitive 
capacities comparable with Europeans, ‘that they are capable of an idea of 
Civil Government, of Moral Distinctions of Religion, of a God, and a Future 
State of Existence’ (p. 94). The analysis was brought to a conclusion by 
the argument that ‘greater national advantages would really arise from a 
different mode of commerce with Africa, by taking in exchange for our 
commodities, instead of Natives, the Salt Petre, Ivory, Gums, Medicinal 
Drugs, Silver, Gold and many other very valuable articles, of which the 
Continent of Africa is a Source absolutely inexhaustible’ (p. 92). The 
phrase ‘Am I not a man and a brother?’ became the campaign slogan, 
displayed on the seal of the Anti- Slavery Society. Peckard may well have 
invented it; he certainly helped to launch it; and Josiah Wedgwood (‘Vase-
 maker General to the Universe’) popularised it, supervising Hackman’s 
production of a cameo, the slave kneeling in chains, which was endlessly 
reproduced on mass- produced campaign buttons, chinaware, and medal-
lions, decorating brooches, bracelets, and snuff- boxes.

It troubled Peckard that no one seemed to come forward to maintain 
the campaign in Cambridge, and he seized upon the anniversary of the 
Revolution of 1688 to suggest that this should be celebrated, ‘not in 
noisy riot and drunkenness, not in disorder and tumult, but by extend-
ing the blessings we enjoy to those who are deprived of them; by break-
ing every yoke, and setting the poor captives free’. In February 1788 
he returned to the pulpit of Great St Mary’s to denounce once again 
‘that abominable violation of the laws of God and the Common Rights 
of Man’. Compared with the ‘convulsive horrors’ of the slave trade, he 
thundered, the ravages of war were but innocent pastimes: ‘The Annals 
of the whole world cannot produce its equal in perfi dy, injustice and 
cruelty: being radically, absolutely, and essentially Evil, loaded with all 
possible malignity.’ For ‘unexampled barbarity’ no one in human history 
stood equal to ‘the British Man- Merchant’ in his dreadful depravity, 
habitually dealing in violence, rape, and murder.21

This fi erce and fearless sermon was a personal triumph for the seventy-
 year- old Master. The Cambridge Chronicle published poems saluting him. 
One contained the lines:

See Peckard rise, whose moving accent draws
Entranc’d Attention, and mute applause!
Hail, reverend sire, whose light our mist removes.

Another ode, rather touchingly, was by a Magdalene undergraduate:

Reviving Pity hails the new- born day,
And Peckard’s precepts must confi rm her sway.22
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The sermon was designed to coincide with the Cambridge University 
Senate’s Anti- Slave Trade Petition to Parliament, for which the dons 
voted on 26 January 1788. The petition was organised by the Revd 
Professor William Farish, Fellow of Magdalene, and the wording 
strongly suggests the hand of Peckard:

the Petitioners hope, that the Legislature will take this Subject into its most 
serious Consideration, and adopt such Measures as shall appear most effec-
tual for abolishing a Commerce supported only by Violence and Rapine, and 
which, by encouraging Treachery, by exciting War, as well as by forcing into 
Slavery Multitudes of the Inhabitants, desolates a most extensive and fertile 
Country: Commercial Interest can never justify a Crime, nor atone for the Guilt 
incurred by an Action which Reason and Revelation forbid: But the Petitioners 
are far from apprehending, that the Abolition of this Traffi ck will be attended 
with Consequences detrimental to the state, inasmuch as a fi rm Belief in the 
Providence of a Benevolent Creator assures them, that no System, founded on 
the Oppression of one Part of Mankind, can be benefi cial to another.

Parliament was urged to stop supporting a traffi c ‘replete with Misery 
and Oppression’, violating ‘every Principle of Humanity and Justice, as 
well as of the precepts of the Christian Religion’, so that ‘this continued 
Outrage against Humanity be no longer the Disgrace of our National 
character, and the Reproach of our Christian Profession – thus shall 
Peace be restored to that affl icted and desolated Country, and a friendly 
Commercial Intercourse enable us to introduce into it the Comforts of 
social Life, and the advantages of true Religion’.23

Peckard continued to preach against the slave trade, and it seems 
plain that his series of university sermons – four in all – must rank as the 
most galvanic heard in Great St Mary’s since the Reformation. The later 
sermons bluntly and uncompromisingly rejected all arguments old and 
new which were advanced in defence of what he now called the ‘infernal 
traffi c in human blood’. He dismissed with confi dence the claim that 
there was biblical authority for slavery: this was merely ‘to twist and 
torture’ the holy scriptures, for the Bible might record slavery as a his-
torical fact but it conferred no approbation. He dismissed with contempt 
the protest that abolition would upset property rights: ‘Be it so. They 
who hazard their property knowingly for the commission of Evil, deserve 
at least to lose it.’ He dismissed with conviction the argument that 
Africans were constitutionally inferior: ‘God made of one blood all the 
sons of men,’ and Africans had all the same excellencies and imperfec-
tions as themselves. As to the question of commercial gain, he claimed 
there was misrepresentation of the facts, for ‘it had been fairly proved 
that it may be more effectively obtained by honest means’.24

In his fi nal sermon on the slave trade, in Peterborough Cathedral 
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(which John Walsh calls ‘a magnifi cently sulphurous Jeremiad’), he 
reaffi rmed his commitment to the slaves: ‘My feeble voice and fervent 
prayer shall always be exerted on their part, so long as God shall be 
pleas’d to give me power to utter a syllable.’ The slave trade was, in a 
word, ‘Execrable!’ – but ‘what words can be equal to the description of 
our guilt? We must form a new language for the purpose.’ Finally, the 
sermon ended on a note of high drama, with his cry that ‘God will no 
more hide his face from us, when our hands are no longer DEFILED 
WITH BLOOD.’25

II

Peckard’s abolitionist and Africanist views seem to us so right – especially 
in comparison with those of a generation later, after the post- Indian 
Mutiny- Rebellion deterioration of racial sympathies – that it is hard to 
realise they are more than two hundred years old and belong to another 
era entirely. How on earth did it come about that Peckard developed 
such a challengingly radical position? Why was it Peckard and not some 
other Cambridge cleric who broke the mould of theological ambivalence 
and ethical obfuscation – and thus wrote himself into a central if, alas, 
not always properly recognised position in the history of human rights?

Essentially Peckard’s vision arose out of his own special brand of reli-
gion, his concept of ‘universal benevolence’ as the essence of an acces-
sible Christianity, his personal commitment to justice and humanity. 
(It was a triumph for latitudinarianism, and a decisive disproof of the 
view that ‘Broad Church is no church at all’.) As early as 1753 he had 
preached about the ‘indefensibleness of anti- semitism’, a full hundred 
years and more before the removal of Jewish civil disabilities in Britain.26 
He had an intense and passionate conviction that personal freedom was 
the very essence of ‘civil and religious liberty’. The natural rights of man 
were God- given, and therefore men could not ‘in any respect approach 
so near to divinity of character as by conferring happiness on men’. But 
there was a more chilling line of reasoning as well. He believed in the 
reality of divine judgment in this world. Individuals might be judged at 
the Last Day, but states and societies risked judgment and punishment 
here and now. It was this conviction that gave a sharp, apocalyptic 
cutting edge to his sombre later sermons on the slave trade: ‘It is an evil 
utterly inconsistent with our religion.’ Jesus expressed affection for the 
whole human race, proclaiming a gospel for all mankind irrespective of 
‘accidental circumstances of Climate, of Form, or of Complexion . . . 
a gospel of peace and liberty’. So the slave trade, ‘an abominable com-
merce, defeats the gracious purposes of God, crucifying his Son again’. 
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Thus Britain was, by defeats during the early years of war against France, 
being judged and punished for the appalling crime of the slave trade, and 
if it were not soon abolished, the British trading empire would suffer the 
eclipse of ancient Tyre.27

Peckard was familiar with the writings of Granville Sharp, and we 
know that they were in touch with each other.28 Many of Sharp’s pam-
phlets were nicely bound in his library. It is also of interest that he clearly 
treasured his copy of Charles Wilkins’s pioneering translation of the 
Hindu Sanskrit classic, the Bhagavad Gita (1785), writing his name in it 
with a fl ourish. And he was deeply infl uenced by James Ramsay’s Essay 
on the treatment and conversion of African slaves in the British sugar colonies 
(298 pp., 1784), which had an epigraph from the Acts of the Apostles, 
‘God hath made of one Blood all Nations of the Earth’, which Peckard 
was fond of quoting. Ramsay had a chapter on the ‘natural capacity of 
African slaves indicated’, which Peckard drew upon for his own demon-
strations of African potential. There was also a chapter devoted to a ‘plan 
for conversion’. Peckard would have found plenty of information about 
Africa, especially its products and trade, in volumes 36 and 37 of the 
Universal History (1760), which was also on his library shelves.

His religion and his reading, his commitment to ‘universal benevo-
lence’, thus made Peckard a passionate abolitionist. But there are, I want 
to suggest, two further possible lines of explanation.

The fi rst concerns the infl uence of his wife, Martha Ferrar, and his 
scholarly investigations into the history of her virtuous family. By mar-
riage into the Ferrar family, Peckard inherited its voluminous papers and 
came to write the biography of Nicholas Ferrar, director of the Virginia 
Company of America in the early 1620s, and later founder of the Little 
Gidding religious community in Huntingdonshire. The Ferrar brothers, 
Nicholas and John, had strongly opposed the use of slaves in Virginia, 
had favoured the religious conversion of American Indians, and pro-
posed schemes of comprehensive American education, irrespective of 
class or colour, with a plan for a multi- racial university for Virginia and 
a school for Bermuda. These were ideals which profoundly infl uenced 
Peckard, as, over a long period of years, he slowly completed his life of 
Nicholas Ferrar, fi nally published in 1790.29

The other infl uential source of inspiration was the Evangelical Fellows 
of Magdalene, led by the President, Samuel Hey, his brother Richard 
Hey, Henry Jowett, and Professor William Farish, a scientist who 
astonished the world by declaring that steam- trains could safely travel 
at thirty miles per hour and that sixty miles an hour might one day be 
achieved. Farish was a close friend of Henry Venn and Charles Simeon. 
As we have seen, he undertook zealous work on the university petitions 
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against the slave trade, and he was ‘also among the earliest and most 
anxious advocates for the abolition of slavery’. Furthermore, these men 
were right at the heart of the emerging Protestant missionary movement 
from the mid- 1780s. And it was thus to Magdalene that Wilberforce and 
John Newton looked as the recruiting ground for pioneer missionaries 
to send to India and the Antipodes. Indeed, the college must have been 
brimming with excitement in the second half of Peckard’s mastership, as 
one godly undergraduate after another was pulled from his studies and 
packed off for immediate sailing to preach the gospel in Bengal or New 
South Wales, or in one case the West Indies.30

It was, however, painfully clear to all those involved in planning the 
emergent Church Missionary Society (1799) – including Wilberforce, 
who regarded the campaign for the admission of missionaries to India as 
a ‘cause analogous to the abolition of the Slave Trade’31 – that any cred-
ible British missionary endeavour would depend on prior repudiation of 
the slave trade. Otherwise, as Professor Farish declared, preaching the 
gospel to Africans would be nothing better than ‘hypocrisy and insult’.32 
Peckard himself, in Am I not a Man? and a Brother?, advocated a mission-
ary movement, since the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel had 
not bothered with conversion of Africans (‘presumably on the ground-
less prejudice that Negroes are not men’). But continuation of the slave 
trade ‘must always be an insuperable bar against their conversion’, 
because all they see in Christianity is ‘action of Oppression, and Rapine, 
Cruelty and Murder’. On the other hand, and anticipating Livingstone, 
a civil commerce and friendly mutual exchange would open the way for 
moral and religious instruction. Peckard took up this theme in his 1790 
sermon. Christianity was a gospel of goodwill, but

What a contradiction to these gracious intentions is the whole of our conduct 
respecting the innocent and unoffending nations of Africa! if we consider the 
treatment they receive from us; fi rst in being torn from their country and their 
friends by the violence of hard hearted ruffi ans, then doomed to chains and 
excruciating misery, and if they survive these calamities, in being sold for Slaves 
to merciless masters, not less cruel than the ruffi ans who forced them from their 
native land. Is this our Gospel of Peace and Liberty? Is this our proclamation of 
the acceptable year of the Lord? If such be the conduct of Christians, the uncon-
verted world must hear the name of Christ with horror.33

And so the study of seventeenth- century Virginia Company policies, 
and conversations with the godly Fellows of Magdalene about the future 
of Protestant missions, together helped to persuade Peckard that the 
slave trade must be ended.

Peckard’s infl uence did not stop at his contribution to anti- slavery. 
Among his college star pupils in the 1790s were evangelical men who 
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had a defi ning impact on aspects of British imperial policy in the 1830s. 
Samuel Marsden, ‘the Apostle of New Zealand’, inaugurated the mission 
there in 1814. In his preaching he often drew on Peckard’s sermons. He 
was a great admirer of the Maori as a ‘noble race’, and in April 1830 
he conducted the fi rst inter- racial marriage between a European and 
an (unconverted) Maori bride. Marsden may thus be regarded as the 
founding father of New Zealand as a multi- cultural nation.34 Charles 
Grant, Lord Glenelg, became Irish chief secretary, supporting Catholic 
emancipation; after this he was president of the East India Company 
Board of Control, and secretary of state for the colonies, 1835 to 1839, 
promoting ‘universal benevolence’, and in distinctively Peckardian lan-
guage. (See Introduction, pp. 26–7). His brother Robert Grant, author 
of the noble hymn ‘O worship the king, all glorious above’, was governor 
of Bombay presidency from 1834 until his death in 1838, bringing Aden 
into the empire as part of a large geostrategic scheme for India. His views 
on Indian policy set him at odds with Macaulay in some ways, because 
Robert encouraged education in the vernacular as well as English. His 
Indian plans were cut short by his early death, so he is perhaps better 
remembered for his efforts to remove the civil disabilities of British 
Jews, a cause which had also been one of Peckard’s concerns. He was 
a member of the Philo- Judaean Society founded in 1826. As MP for 
Finsbury for two years he initiated two bills for Jewish emancipation, 
which passed through the House of Commons in 1833 and 1834, but 
were rejected by the Lords, who continued to hold up this reform until 
1858. Grant’s argument was that religious opinions should not operate 
against civil rights: to infl ict political disabilities on account of sectarian 
differences was persecution, so a Christian parliament should behave 
towards the Jews like the Good Samaritan, and settle ‘this great ques-
tion . . . on the basis of charity and . . . goodwill to men’.35 The echoes 
of Peckard are very clear: ‘universal benevolence’ in action. Robert and 
Charles Grant and Samuel Marsden all carried the Peckardian principles 
forward into the early human rights movement and the humanitarian 
attempt to follow an ethical imperial policy.

III

This fi nal section will elaborate upon the earlier assertion that the 
humanitarian campaign had a crucial but not all- suffi cient part to play 
in abolition – it aims to put religious arguments in context, and to assess 
the balance of motivation between moral and material interests, humani-
tarian concern, and commercial calculation. The ‘economic’ theory of 
abolition, crudely stated, maintains that shifts in capitalist engagement 
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were what mattered. However, Sir George Stephen, refl ecting on anti-
 slavery and particularly the emancipation movement which he had done 
so much to mastermind in the fi ve years or so before 1833, contended 
that support had been ‘created by adherence to the text that to uphold 
slavery was a crime before God’.36 In this he was echoing Peckard, and 
it seems likely that appeal to the religious conscience and a sense of guilt 
and sin was a vital factor in spearheading the campaigns, persuading 
where other arguments could not.

Nevertheless, it was also the case that it could not by itself have brought 
about abolition. This was recognised early on by the Committee of the 
Society for Abolition, which produced a report (dated 15 January 1788 
and signed by its chairman, Granville Sharp), stating that the committee 
was ‘not insensible of the natural infl uence which interest has in biassing 
the judgments of men’, even on matters involving the ‘plainest dictates 
of religion and morality’. It was therefore essential that they should per-
suade merchants and traders, and government itself, that a ‘legitimate 
commerce’ would be more profi table.37 Ministers were hard- headed 
pragmatic men, even if at the same time godly believers. The effi cacy of 
pure humanitarian argument with them may be doubted. A government 
which in 1806 held Demarara (Guyana), contemplated getting hold of 
Cuba, and shot its way up the River Plate to Buenos Aires, was certainly 
not a government unmindful of economic considerations and prospects, 
or concerned only with ethical behaviour in international relations.38

Thoughtful ‘mercantilist’ theorisers of British trading interests had 
long ‘disliked the slave trade and wished it could be ended’, but it 
seemed that ‘the necessity, the absolute necessity, then, of carrying it 
on, must, since there is no other, be its excuse’.39 Prime Minister Lord 
North in 1783 had dismissed representations by a delegation of Quakers, 
complimenting them on their humanity, but saying that abolition was 
impossible because the slave trade was necessary to almost every trade 
in Europe.40

It was, however, becoming clearer by the 1790s, and largely as a result 
of Clarkson’s researches, that the slave trade was speculative and inher-
ently risky, ‘abounding in imponderables’, in Jack Gallagher’s memo-
rable phrase.41 Few people had realised, until Clarkson told them, that 
higher percentages of the European crew died on the ‘middle passage’ 
than of the slaves: perhaps 20 per cent as against 15 per cent. Hazards 
ranged from piracy and shipwreck to rats and rebellions. Rats urinated 
on the biscuits, chewed up the sails, and even nibbled at people when 
they were asleep. John Newton, as a slave- trade captain, recorded in his 
diary: ‘At work all spare times mending the sails, yet cannot repair them 
so fast as the rats destroy’ (15 May 1751).42 Profi ts on capital investment 
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for successful slave traders averaged about 8 per cent, but with marked 
fl uctuations, and with a high proportion of failures and bankruptcies. 
It was far from certain that individual voyages would make a profi t. 
Overall, it is now calculated that the slave trade represented less than 
1 per cent of total domestic investment in about 1790.43 Moreover, there 
was increasing instability in the West Indies, and in consequence the 
possibility of a serious fi nancial crash.

As Boyd Hilton has pointed out, governments of the day ‘were inclined 
to defi ne economic well- being not in terms of growth, but in terms of 
stability, and that was a test which the British slave trade, for politi-
cal and economic reasons, failed’.44 Professional and mercantile men 
who really knew about the West Indies were turning against the slave 
trade: men like John Newton, James Stephen (who had been a lawyer 
in St Kitts), and Zachary Macaulay (formerly a plantation manager in 
Jamaica). Liverpool merchants, led by the abolitionist James Cropper, 
were already diversifying and adapting themselves to the hope of making 
decent alternative profi ts out of palm oil, soap- making, and cotton 
goods, and could thus persuade themselves that the moral imperatives 
were not incompatible with commercial profi t – as indeed Peckard had 
argued. New market opportunities were opening up on a global scale.45 
In this situation of expansionist activity and buoyant expectation, the 
government could be satisfi ed that abolition would not mean economic 
disaster – ‘econocide’ in Seymour Drescher’s terminology.

The limits of the effi cacy of public pressure in its wider sense have to be 
recognised. In fact, in his historical account, Clarkson did no more than 
mention in passing ‘the enthusiasm of the nation’, confi ning his analysis 
to what he thought really mattered, the ideas of the elite circles based in 
London.46 The new strength that public pressure had acquired by the 
1830s had not by 1807 been established. The limits, too, of humanitar-
ian infl uence on government policy- making must also be reckoned with. 
It must surely be the case that by 1792 the intellectual argument had 
been won, but it was fi fteen years before abolition fi nally triumphed over 
the economic and political obstacles, notably those thrown up by the 
French Revolution. The cynic would go further and say that ‘humane’ 
actions by the state seldom come about through the diffusion of humani-
tarian ideas. The repeal of numerous capital offences, for example, 
was enacted because of the logistical impossibility of hanging so many 
felons.47 Humanitarian abolitionists of the next generation were unable 
to prevent the emergence of what was recognised in the 1840s as ‘a new 
system of slavery’, the development of Indian indentured labour from 
the 1830s as a substitute for slavery; nor were they able to stop cheap 
sugar imports after 1846 from foreign slave- grown sources.
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On the other hand, the reality of the moral conscience in a religious 
age, and respectful attention to religious arguments, such as those so 
powerfully articulated by Peter Peckard, cannot be ruled out of the 
explanation of abolition. Lord Grenville refl ected the concerns of most 
of his ministerial colleagues when he spoke of taking Cabinet responsibil-
ity for the administration of the slave trade in newly acquired Trinidad 
in 1806 as ‘a dreadful responsibility to those who feel upon it as I do, 
and believe that the responsibility of public men in public stations is not 
confi ned to impeachments in this world’.48 Far from being altruistic, 
then, the motivation of abolitionists was strongly infl uenced by the sense 
that their own moral redemption, even their eternal salvation, seemed to 
be at stake. Abolition might be regarded as a kind of ‘spiritual insurance 
policy’.49

The old polarities of the debate50 can perhaps be collapsed by 
emphasising the facilitating link between the moral and the material 
explanation: the test of viability. It is estimated that 15,000 slaves had 
died of starvation directly attributable to cutting off supplies during the 
American War of Independence – something engendering a heightened 
sense of the vulnerability of the whole system, and threatening to turn 
the Caribbean islands into a contingent liability.51 Then came the slave 
revolt in France’s premier colony, St Domingue, in 1791, leading after 
much upheaval and bloodshed to the establishment of the world’s fi rst 
black ex- colonial independent state, Haiti, in 1804. The death toll was 
massive, perhaps half a million. The British watched in horror, particu-
larly as an intervention force in 1793–4 was brought to its knees by the 
brilliant rebel leader Toussaint l’Ouverture and by yellow fever – the most 
costly and demoralising colonial campaign the British had ever fought 
until then.52 Henry Dundas, for many years a powerful minister in all 
that related to overseas policy in the 1790s, expressly turned against the 
slave trade because of fear that risings similar to St Domingue’s might 
occur in the British West Indies. And it was not long before they did: in 
Grenada and St Vincent in 1794–5, in Barbados in 1816, in Demarara 
(Guyana) in 1823, and, above all, in Jamaica in 1831, the latter being the 
immediate trigger for slave emancipation in 1833.53

So perhaps the collapse of faith in the slave trade was in large measure 
the result of fears about its continuing feasibility, and alarm that it would 
become more trouble than it was worth, as British and international 
opinion turned against it, and as slaves mounted rebellions in protest. 
Just as would be the case in the twentieth century with the fall of the 
British empire as a whole, economic shifts removed obstacles to change 
but were not in themselves determinant. And just as with the implemen-
tation of decolonisation – in the context of international criticism and 
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increasing alarm at nationalist protests if they turned violent – so the 
historiographical polarities between competing interpretations of aboli-
tion can be resolved by fl agging up the salience of pragmatic tests about 
the relative costs of holding on as against giving up. Abolition was driven 
both by religious concerns and by economic re-evaluations, but also by 
anxious expediency.
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6 The view from below: the African response 
to missionaries

[In 1969 I spent fi ve weeks with the two Mirfi eld Fathers of the 
Community of the Resurrection at the USPG Mission at Usutu in 
Swaziland. I was impressed with the extraordinary range of activities 
required of them. Part of the Diocese of Zululand and Swaziland, 
they had to be fl uent in Zulu. They ran not only a parish church but 
a large and important boys’ secondary school, together with outlying 
primary schools, for which they acted as governors and inspectors and 
occasionally as teachers. They had to be not merely pastors, but farm 
proprietors; they had to make medical diagnoses, employing and super-
vising nurses for peripatetic clinics; they acted as amateur architects 
and building suppliers for any new mission churches in the bush. They 
trained indigenous auxiliary clergy, led a scout troop, and generally 
dispensed advice of all kinds. I gained a fascinating insight into cultural 
interaction. Shortly afterwards I wrote as follows: ‘When a British mis-
sionary abandons his Volkswagen or Datsun, strips naked, balances his 
ordinary clothing, his priestly vestments and communion plate upon his 
head, and takes horrible risks by wading across a bilharzia- riddled river 
in fl ood, and returns to carry across his Swazi acolyte who cannot swim 
and is not tall enough to wade – all in order to celebrate the Eucharist in 
Zulu with a few Africans in a hut in a remote kraal – is not a meaningful 
interaction taking place which deserves at least some decent and sym-
pathetic acknowledgement in the historical record?’1 This chapter is 
written in that spirit and arises from that experience. African history has 
made immense strides in the past fi fty years, but what I seldom seem to 
hear are ordinary African voices, so I hope they can be heard here.]

One of the strangest features, perhaps, of European infl uence upon Africa 
was the extent to which Africans exchanged their traditional religions for 
an alien world religion, Christianity. By 1970 Africa could be seen as the 
site of vigorous expansion and innovation in Christianity. As the twen-
tieth century opened, the British deployed some 10,000 missionaries 
overseas, and well over fi fty different mission societies were operating in 
Africa. In 1900 there were about 9 million African Christians, out of a 
total population of 100 million. By 1990 the fi gure had moved towards 
200 million, out of 450 million. Christianity became particularly strong 
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not only in southern Africa, Mozambique, and Angola, but also in the 
Congo, Southern Nigeria, Ghana, and Uganda. An African in the coun-
tryside during the imperial era was much more likely to see a missionary 
than a district offi cer. Mission stations were highly visible, villages with 
a church, a school, and a clutch of houses; they might have attached a 
farm, a clinic, a printing press. Missionaries were highly mobile, moving 
out on foot or on horseback, by ox- cart, canoe, or bicycle, and eventually 
by motor- car. Only in the Muslim north was there little or no missionary 
effort.2

For Africans, any missionary encounter was but part of a much larger 
process. A basic problem for Africans coping with the European intru-
sion was facing an ‘enlargement of scale’. The widening of horizons and 
possibilities involved ‘thinking bigger’, co- operating among themselves 
over larger areas, seeing Africa as a whole, and so forth. The twentieth 
century is sometimes described as the period in which Africans moved 
from self- suffi cient, microcosmic societies, to wider macrocosmic enti-
ties in unavoidable relationships extending beyond the narrow tradi-
tional limits of their own small communities. Africans were incorporated 
into global economic systems created by others. Economic restructuring 
led to the introduction of cash- cropping and the spread of labour migra-
tion. New material ambitions and objectives developed – to own guns, 
clothes, and bicycles, or to obtain a Western education. There were new 
impositions such as the white man’s hut- taxes and poll- taxes to pay for. 
Africans were also incorporated into a world disease- pattern. Above all, 
perhaps, there was the enlargement of religious options, the prospect of 
incorporation into one of the world religions. As the old gods seemed to 
fail in a succession of crises, military, sociological, and personal, so alter-
natives might be worth considering. It was this aspect of ‘enlargement 
of scale’ which could most help adjustment to other challenges. The 
universalism of Christianity might seem attractive when tribally based 
horizons had weakened.

In traditional Africa, religion was more than just religion. It was an 
all- pervasive reality which served to interpret society and give whole-
ness to communal life: ‘The village world and the Spirit world were not 
two distinct separate realms; there was a continuous communication 
between the two . . . a totality, a comprehensive whole.’3 Sharp distinc-
tions were not made between natural/supernatural, body/spirit, or living/
dead. African religions had two main functions. One was to control and 
explain evil and misfortune. Evil was that which destroyed life, fertility, 
prosperity; the eradication of evil was necessary and believed to be pos-
sible. The other function was to integrate communities through ritual – 
religion as ‘an all- purpose social glue’. ‘Religions’ were thus cosmologies 
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rather than theologies, about ways of looking at the world, performing 
actions rather than holding dogmas. There were perhaps fi ve main 
‘types’. Theistic religions maintained a belief – though often a vague one 
– in a supreme being, a creator- god, among other gods. This was quite 
a widespread belief, though God went under various names, Olusun 
(Yoruba), Mulungu (East Africa), Katonda (Baganda), Ngai (Kikuyu), 
uThixo (adopted by the Xhosa). Secondly, there were ancestor cults, 
which indeed honoured ancestors, but they were talked to rather than 
worshipped; the dead were very much alive and active. Animism is the 
third type, a term which covers belief in spirits inhabiting objects such 
as sacred trees, rivers, rocks, caves, waterfalls, so that these things and 
places were also ‘alive’. Territorial cults were religions which divinised 
human beings and erected shrines to them, sometimes with monarchical 
associations; they were especially characteristic of the area now covered 
by Zimbabwe, Zambia, and Malawi. Finally, there were witchcraft eradi-
cation cults. The witchdoctor was the good guy, ‘a sacred specialist’ who 
aimed to counter evil forces believed to be physically inhabiting unfortu-
nate human agents, thus causing hurtful events. Oracles and magic were 
two different ways of combating witchcraft.4

These ‘types’ were often held in combination, with one form usually 
dominant. African spirituality was nothing if not eclectic. Under the 
impact of Christianity, animism and ancestor cults tended to die out 
fairly rapidly, but witchcraft eradication cults persisted. Indeed, as 
witchcraft panics persisted, they were even extended to apply not merely 
to wives, as so often formerly, but to colleagues and job- competitors.5 
Among the theistic cults, Jesus was often an added spirit in the tradi-
tional pantheon.

I

A principal theme in African history for much of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries is to be found in demographic change. There 
were large- scale population movements, in the redistribution of people, 
as refugees or for new forms of work, and in urbanisation. African 
encounters with missionaries often developed out of this mobility. How 
Africans might respond to Christianity was largely determined by their 
experience of uprooting, whether as voluntary migrants or involuntary 
refugees – whether, out of military crisis and confl ict, they were victors 
or losers. The Yoruba Wars were a major cause of disruption in West 
Africa. In south- east Africa, the term mfecane loosely describes the Nguni 
dispersion believed to have arisen out of military conquests and state-
 formation spreading from the storm- centre of Zululand in the 1820s. 
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This instability resulted in refugee movements radiating as far north as 
Lake Malawi (see Map 2.2). One group of refugees from Xhosaland, 
remnants of a broken society who had lost all their cattle, took the name 
Mfengu (‘beggars for food’) and adopted Western ways more readily 
than those who stayed put. Mostly under Wesleyan Methodist infl uence, 
the Mfengu are a classic case of refugees accepting the Christian faith 
corporately and not just as individuals. They did so as an expression of 
social revolt and reconstitution, and they came to be regarded as a model 
Nguni Christian community.6 Further resettlements and refugee move-
ments occurred as a result of the disastrous and suicidal Xhosa cattle-
 killing of 1856–7 instigated by Nongqawuse, a female prophet, and her 
associate Nonkosi, a nine- year- old girl. The crisis produced thousands 
of converts, mainly brought in by other Xhosa. Traumatised survivors 
came to the mission stations as desperate, homeless, starving beggars. 
This could also be the pattern elsewhere. Battered groups who emerged 
from violent upheavals might be prepared to look for security and new 
futures with the missions.

This process of conversion was not confi ned to southern Africa. In 
East Africa, too, the ‘refugee factor’ operated as a result of the spread 
of the Arab slave trade. Africans fearing enslavement, an omnipresent 
threat, sought the protection of the missions. These promised help, 
refuge, access to learning, and a better life. East African ex- slaves, both 
liberated and runaways, might become the nucleus of a Christian com-
munity, just as they had done at an earlier time in West Africa.

After the radiating impulses of the mfecane had eventually settled, 
the next demographic phenomenon, from the later nineteenth century, 
involved European- induced labour migration. Tens of thousands of 
young men moved into the white man’s farms, mines, and towns. 
Migration, usually but not always seasonal, was essentially a sporadic 
activity, ‘peasants raiding the cash economy for goods’.7 Some migrants 
wanted guns, and actually called themselves ‘rifl e- seekers’. Generally, 
the more usual cover- story was that they were ‘away, clothing their 
wives’. Huge distances were traversed, especially to the mines. It is a 
thousand miles from northern Malawi to the Rhodesian copper- belt, 
two thousand miles to the southernmost gold mines in South Africa. 
Journeys were often on foot. Mortality was heavy.

By the mid- twentieth century, several African societies regularly found 
themselves without 50 per cent of their menfolk, a percentage which was 
even higher in Mozambique, the principal source of labour recruitment 
for the mines of Witwatersrand. Through migrancy a man might acquire 
a gospel book or a New Testament. Returning home, armed with a rifl e 
and a Bible, he might be regarded as having mastered the secrets of the 
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white man’s world – the fi rearm and the written word. In Basutoland, 
there was a young man called Nguana Ngombe, who in the late 1880s 
joined François Coillard at the Paris Evangelical Mission as a servant-
 boy. He began to act as a translator, and eventually sought baptism. He 
provides a rare insight into what happened to him and other young men 
like him. It was not, he explained, that he ‘wanted to be a white man’, 
but ‘God is not the God of the Whites only’:

When I took service with the missionary, a gun was the object of all my desires. 
When I had got it I thought myself the happiest man in the world. A gun! My 
gun! . . . I used to get up in the night to make sure that I really possessed it. I was 
always admiring it. But now I know the Lord Jesus, it is he who has taken posses-
sion of all my thoughts and all my love and I almost forget that I have a gun.8

A similar perceived connection between desirable new objects was made 
by Sebato, a Bagandan refugee, who in 1890 asked CMS missionaries 
for a book – the New Testament would do – and a gun, as he had lost 
both.9

African mobility and new aspirations paved the way for the missions. 
One of the major insights of the leading authorities, Bengt Sundkler, 
Richard Gray, Andrew Porter, and Norman Etherington, is that it was 
‘largely Africans who evangelised other Africans’. Missionaries on arrival 
in a village often found a group who had the rudiments of the revelation, 
‘a “conventicle” of faithful’, young men who had returned from travels, 
already infl uencing others with a new message.10 Sundkler said he was 
sometimes tempted – ‘perhaps irresponsibly’ – to propose a law: ‘The 
fi rst missionary arriving in a certain African village, there to proclaim for 
the fi rst time the name of Christ – was never the fi rst.’ Partial contact 
and rumour had done essential preparatory work. This African initiative 
centred on young men who were essentially rebels, young men who chal-
lenged the elders and consciously sought change. Sundkler emphasised 
that in nineteenth- century Africa, it was ‘a young man’s Church’. (In the 
twentieth century it was to become more of ‘a women’s church’.11) As 
the Jesuits had found in seventeenth- century China, missionary technol-
ogy was more appealing than their doctrine. Africans could be highly 
selective too. For these reasons, Sundkler saw the role of the missionary 
as catalytic rather than dominant.

In the early 1990s, however, a theory was developed on the basis of 
an examination of what happened among the Tswana. It proposed that 
Christianity in Africa was something imposed by powerful missionar-
ies, who were, ultimately, ‘cultural imperialists’, transforming African 
culture in conformity with their own ‘hegemonic world- view’, privileged 
implementers of the ‘colonising project’. Its authors were theoretical 
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anthropologists, who were not really reacting against an orthodoxy (for 
which mission history was largely if inadvertently responsible), but artic-
ulating it with a fresh panache derived from emerging ‘post- colonialism’ 
and the speculations of Edward Said.12 But historical ethnographers 
like Isaac Schapera, and historians of Tswana missions such as Anthony 
Dachs, had always quietly understood the reality to be more complex. 
Moreover, way back in 1972, R.E. Robinson had drawn attention to 
Dachs’s proposition about the way Tswana elites had exploited mis-
sionaries to their own ends, neutralised potentially disruptive effects, 
and largely frustrated European objectives. As Robinson realised, in 
Bechuanaland in the mid- nineteenth century, a missionary was ‘irriga-
tion expert, chief of defence staff, gunsmith, commercial and diplomatic 
agent in dealings with the outside world’. The missionary may have 
thought he was playing a European role, but the role he actually played 
was assigned and determined by the Tswana. Robinson used this mis-
sionary example as an essential part of his theory about the nature of 
empire as a whole, the way it rested on collaborative ‘non- European 
foundations’.13 Post- colonial theory, however, bypassed this evidence of 
missionaries being manipulated. In the rush to denounce ‘imperialism’, 
it was strangely deaf to African ‘agency’.

It was largely left to Andrew Porter to bring historians back again to the 
essential weakness of missionary enterprise, its disjunction from ‘impe-
rialism’. Porter emphasised the realities of ‘agency’ and ‘appropriation’, 
the successful African ‘indigenisation’ of Christianity.14 Missionaries 
and Africans, he writes, were involved, whether consciously or not, in ‘a 
constant process of mutual engagement’. He concludes: ‘The continued 
presence and success of missionaries almost anywhere depended on their 
value and usefulness, the willingness of local leaders and their people 
to co- operate with them and the possibility of Christianity being con-
strued in a manner answering to local circumstances.’ African societies 
possessed considerable power ‘to defl ect or selectively absorb western 
infl uences’. Porter suggested two particular spheres where missionary 
activities had ambiguous consequences: biblical translation and school 
education. Helping with translation presented Africans with opportuni-
ties for rendering the gospel within traditional concepts and language: 
in other words, indigenisation. There was signifi cant ‘give and take’ 
between missionaries and their collaborators in translation.15

It could indeed be suggested that a turning point signifi cant for the 
whole future of Christianity and biblical scholarship was reached when 
William Ngidi, a former waggon- driver, and from 1856 a catechist assist-
ing the bishop of Natal in translating the Bible into Zulu, asked ques-
tions about the Flood: ‘Is all that true? Do you really believe that all this 
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happened thus?’ Could Noah’s Ark with those relatively limited meas-
urements really have contained so many animals? Bishop John Colenso 
was much- loved by the Zulu. They called him ‘Sobantu’ (‘our father’, 
who ‘abandoned whiteness and became a true human/black’). He was a 
gifted Cambridge- educated mathematician, so he made calculations on 
the Ark and other issues. As a result, he ‘felt compelled to take a totally 
different view from what I once did’. He started to tell questioners that 
the Bible could not be literally true. When he published ‘proof’ of this 
in The Pentateuch and the Book of Joshua critically examined (vol. I, 1862) 
there was a sensational reaction, a fi restorm, among British readers and 
church leaders. From an African’s astute questioning, however, has 
come much of modern Anglican understanding of the Bible as a text like 
any other, requiring careful interpretation.16

Missionaries were unable to prevent their madrassa- style education 
(which was not really meant to do much more than enable their charges 
to read the Bible) from being exploited for non- religious ends. The cul-
tural impact of their schools was determined by what Africans wanted 
to take from them. At fi rst the whole concept of education seemed unat-
tractive: sitting in the heat listening to a white- skinned foreign tutor 
going on about the Word of God was thought to be a waste of time 
and essentially frivolous. But as European rule spread, it was realised 
that this education would provide entry into the white man’s world. 
Christianity was one of the few sectors of European culture to which 
the capable and energetic African found entry unbarred. What had not 
been foreseen by the missionaries was that the ‘brotherhood of man’ 
and ‘equality before Christ’ were ideas capable of being interpreted in 
special senses in conditions of profound social and emotional upheaval. 
Singing hymns about the prisoner leaping to lose his chains, belted out 
unthinkingly in English public schools, could have different implications 
in a conquered colony. (In much the same way, Nehru’s reading of G.M. 
Trevelyan’s Garibaldi trilogy was more political and inspirational than a 
British schoolboy’s.)17

Almost all the early nationalist leaders were mission- educated. These 
included the founders of the (South) African National Congress, Sol 
Plaatje and John Dube, and independence politicians such as Kenyatta 
and Banda (Church of Scotland), Nkrumah, Nyerere, and Mugabe 
(Roman Catholic), Awolowo and Azikiwe (Wesleyan and Baptist), 
Seretse Khama (LMS), and Mandela (Methodist). At primary school, 
Kwame Nkrumah came under the infl uence of a German priest, Fr 
George Fischer, who did much to help him: ‘He was almost my guardian 
during my early school- days, and so relieved my parents of most of the 
responsibility with regard to my primary education.’ Young Nkrumah 
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took his religion seriously, frequently serving at mass, but as he grew 
older, ‘the strict discipline of Roman Catholicism stifl ed me’. He became 
‘a non- denominational Christian and a Marxist socialist’. Nkrumah 
studied theology in the USA and preached in the Black Church. Perhaps 
only a mission- educated nationalist could launch the slogan ‘Seek ye fi rst 
the political kingdom and all things shall be added unto you.’ Mandela 
went to a Methodist school at Qunu at the age of seven, proudly wearing 
trousers for the fi rst time, instead of a pinned blanket. On his fi rst day, 
Miss Mdingane gave him an English name (as missionaries did not 
approve of African ones), so Rolihlahla became Nelson – the teacher 
did not explain why she chose this name. ‘The education I received’, 
Mandela recalled, ‘was a British education, in which British ideas, British 
culture and British institutions were automatically assumed to be supe-
rior. There was no such thing as African culture.’ Mandela’s education 
continued at the mission school at Mqhekezweni in Thembuland, where 
he felt the powerful presence of the Revd Matyolo. This Methodist mis-
sionary preached sermons of the ‘fi re and brimstone variety, seasoned 
with a bit of African animism’; God was omnipotent and vengeful and 
would not permit a bad deed to go unpunished. Mandela attended 
church every Sunday: ‘I saw that virtually all of the achievements of 
Africans seemed to have come about through the missionary work of the 
Church. The mission schools trained the clerks, the interpreters and the 
policemen, who at that time represented the height of African aspira-
tions.’ As for Kenyatta, though he was not yet known as such (the name 
was later given him because of his shiny belt,  kinyatta), he was one of the 
fi rst boarding pupils at the Church of Scotland mission at Thogoto near 
Nairobi. He was baptised as ‘Johnstone’ in 1914, and became prominent 
among the mission- educated intelligentsia, or athomi (‘the readers’) as 
they were known locally. Banda, with the new name ‘Hastings’, attended 
the Livingstonia Mission, but as a migrant worker on the Rand he joined 
the black American-led African Methodist Episcopal Church there, 
which sponsored him to study in the USA, though he later returned to 
the Church of Scotland and became an elder. Meanwhile in Tanganyika, 
Nyerere, a pupil at Tabora Boys Secondary School, was baptised as 
a Catholic aged twenty; formerly known as Kambarage, he took the 
name Julius. He remained in the faith. In Rhodesia, Robert Gabriel 
Mugabe emerged from the Jesuit Kutama mission school, where he was 
befriended by Fr Jerome O’Hea, a member of the Anglo- Irish gentry. 
Mugabe later returned there to teach, and he was also a teacher in several 
other mission schools.18

The essential paradox about the missionary impact is this. It was both 
destructive and reintegrative. In this way it differed from other European 
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infl uences which acted in a solely disintegrating fashion. Missionaries 
wilfully interfered with and interdicted a whole range of traditional prac-
tices without understanding their purpose in preserving social cohesion. 
They attacked polygamy and bridewealth cattle exchange (lobola, which 
strengthened kinship relations), initiation and circumcision ceremonies 

Plate 6.1 Traditional Swazi ‘reed dance’. The Mhlanga is typical of the 
dances that missionaries objected to – an annual gathering, more or less 
compulsory, of all young Swazi virgins, at Lobamba, the queen moth-
er’s cattle kraal, where they repair the wind- breaks with reeds. Wearing 
only bead- skirts, one of the girls will be chosen at the fi nal dance to be 
an additional wife for the king. The tradition continues to this day.
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(which marked a disciplined entry into adulthood), dancing and drum-
ming (which promoted a comforting sense of community well- being). A 
Scottish missionary in Zambesia in the early 1860s argued that the whole 
of mankind could be divided into those who built square houses, who 
were civilised, and those who built round ones (rondavels), who were 
not. Some missionaries insisted on a man building a house before mar-
riage. When they pointed to ‘advances in civilisation’, they often simply 
meant that European clothing was becoming common.19 This might in 
itself become a visible sign of divisions in a community resulting from 
Christianity. In South Africa there was a widespread distinction between 
‘red’ Africans (wearing red ochre decoration on their blanket) and trou-
sered ‘school’ people, who lived apart.

Most Africans expected a religion to provide answers to the imme-
diate troubles and ultimate mysteries of life. Their greatest need so 
often was for a remedy against witchcraft. Unable to take this seriously, 
Christianity was made to appear irrelevant. Africans found it hard to 
understand Christian doctrines, such as the incarnation and atonement. 
‘The Word is great, but it has gone in at one ear and out at the other,’ 
confessed a Xhosa man. The Xhosa had problems with the idea of death 
as completely separate from life (the ancestors were ‘alive’, after all), and 
therefore with the concept of the soul as a purely ‘spiritual body’. So, was 
the soul of a good man in heaven the same as the soul he had on earth? 
Missionaries were defeated by such sophisticated and diffi cult questions, 
and sometimes resorted to rebukes about being frivolous. To which a 
dignifi ed Xhosa response came in 1826: ‘I have too much wisdom to ask 
idle questions, but being ignorant, I wish to learn.’20

Many Africans were puzzled by the idea of an after- life: the Yoruba 
said, ‘We know nothing of the other world and therefore we do perfectly 
right to confi ne our concern to this one.’ A yet more serious objection 
was expressed by the Yoruba: ‘Our fathers gave us orisas [idols] and we 
must honour them.’ In 1890 a CMS missionary was confronted by an 
angry old Yoruba man who burst into his church crying that if his son as 
well as his nephew became a Christian there would be no one after his 
death to keep up the spirit worship inherited from his ancestors, indis-
pensable to the well- being of his family.21

But at the same time as it caused social disruption and cut people 
off from their roots and supports, Christianity also provided new and 
powerful forms of religious consolation. It gave new confi dence and 
self- understanding to individuals, liberating them from a sometimes 
almost overpoweringly fear- fi lled environment. An indigenous church 
provided a new focus of loyalty and interest apart from the locality, for 
it was a trans- tribal bond. It could be empowering to women, especially 
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in the twentieth century. It could become a way of ‘getting on’ in the 
modern world. Some vigorous peoples, suffering much pressure on 
land resource, such as the Ibo of eastern Nigeria, found it attractive.22 
Missionaries became valuable intermediaries with new alien administra-
tions, explaining their enigmatic demands, interceding against excessive 
ones, giving advice about the assessment and payment of taxes. Above 
all, they provided schools. The British government did not signifi cantly 
move into the provision of education until the 1920s, and for decades 
after that, mission schools remained a major instrument of African edu-
cation. Schools encouraged a positive encounter with modernisation.23

II

Nothing better illustrates the essential ambiguities of mission Christianity 
than the ambivalent response to it of African rulers. Almost everywhere 
missionaries began by aiming at top- down conversions, the winning 
over of the chief who could bring his people with him – a strategy which 
seldom worked. There was a handful of individual converts, Khama 
III of the Bangwato, King Kama of the Gqunukwebe, Faku of the 
Pedi, Sechele of the Bakwena. Strong resistance came from leaders of 
patriarchal and heroic cultures like the Xhosa, the Zulu, the Swazi, and 
the Ndebele. But rulers sometimes invited missionaries to court (the 
royal cattle kraal), because a ‘tame missionary’ could bring prestige. 
Generally, though, there was deep suspicion of an alien supernatural 
power.24 The demands of the Christian religion were recognised as 
little short of awe- inspiring, as well as potentially subversive. The state 
council of Asante in the Gold Cost declared of the New Testament, 
‘It is the Word of God; it had better remain unopened.’25 Sekgoma I 
(father of Khama III) used a striking analogy: ‘When I think of enter-
ing the Word of God, I can compare it to nothing except going to the 
plain and meeting single- handed all the forces of the Matabele.’26 Many 
rulers saw quite as clearly as Roman emperors in the earliest centuries 
of Christianity (or the Tokugawa Ieyasu who expelled the Jesuits from 
Japan in 1614, or the Chinese emperor who proscribed them in 1724) 
that this was a politically dangerous religion. Zulu chiefs in the 1870s 
complained that if a Zulu did anything wrong, or planned to run away 
with a girl without lobola, he went to a mission station and said he wanted 
to become a Christian: ‘The missionaries desire to set up another power 
in the land and as Zululand has only one king that cannot be allowed.’ 
Dingane (Shaka Zulu’s heir) was prepared to use Francis Owen of the 
CMS as his secretary from 1837, but that was as far as it went. In the 
1860s, Sekhukhune, king of the Pedi, said missionaries acted as ‘his 



 The African response to missionaries  189

eyes’. He liked the idea of a sabbath and he kept it – but he also kept 
his wives. This selective response was far from untypical. And so were 
his doubts: ‘You missionaries are lions. You have stolen my people and 
want to make yourself kings’ – and then Sekhukhune accused them of 
causing drought.27

A closer look at some of the outstanding African rulers of the 
nineteenth century will reveal the ambiguities more sharply. King 
Moshoeshoe (morena a moholo, c.1786–1870) welcomed the Paris 
Evangelical Mission into Basutoland from 1833. At fi rst he looked 
upon Eugène Casalis and Samuel Rolland as friends, and they rapidly 
became respected counsellors. Between 1839 and 1843 Moshoeshoe 
made many changes. He scrapped royal funeral parades of a thousand 
cattle, abolished circumcision rites in his family, divorced some of his 
‘additional’ wives after his senior wife was baptised, and repudiated the 
killing of witches. The missionaries made some two thousand converts. 
But after a brief ‘golden age’, there was a reaction.28 A considerable 
section of the BaSotho threatened the king with deposition if he per-
sisted in encouraging Christian innovations.29 Moshoeshoe – who was 
never prepared to have only one wife – decided it would in any case 
be better not to run the risk that his people would not follow him into 
conversion, or that he would lose his infl uence with them altogether. 
And so from 1848 under pressure he reversed the reforms, reinstated 
circumcision schools, and increased the number of his wives – some 
estimates say up to 200. Nearing death, however, he was about to be 
baptised, but died fi rst.30

Mzilikazi, the greatly feared Ndebele warlord, fi rst met Robert Moffat 
(Livingstone’s father- in- law) in 1829. Moffat became a father- fi gure to 
Mzilikazi, and was indulged by him in all sorts of ways, after Moffat had 
cured the chief of a debilitating illness, diagnosing it as dropsy. However, 
despite this remarkable friendship, it took many years to obtain permis-
sion to open mission stations in Matabeleland, and Mzilikazi remained 
dubious and impatient about their activities.31

One of Mzilikazi’s antagonists, Khama III (c.1835–1923), was much 
more amenable. Khama the Great was king of the Bangwato, the largest 
of the eight Tswana ‘tribes’ of Bechuanaland. His mentor was John 
Mackenzie of the LMS. Khama was baptised in 1862. During the 1870s 
he abolished rain- making, circumcision rites, infanticide, bridewealth, 
nocturnal dances, polygyny, and the levirate; he introduced the sabbath, 
and from 1879 he prohibited alcohol. But nothing was done to jeopard-
ise his authority or that of the Bangwato nation. According to Schapera, 
‘all the new Church services were essentially tribal rites’; Schapera 
also pointed out that although missionaries welcomed the reforms as 
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complying with their insistence on Christian requirements, there could 
be good indigenous reasons for making changes. Circumcision, for 
example, was abolished by several nineteenth- century rulers, not actu-
ally in response to Christian demands, but because of frequent fi ght-
ing and military insecurity – initiation schools took too many boys and 
young men out of action for prolonged periods.32 Although the Tswana 
case remains controversial, there seems no reason to doubt that Khama 
kept strict control of missionaries; the consolidation and expansion of 
the Bangwato kingdom with its new state religion ‘clearly hinged on their 
successful appropriation and control of Christianity’. The Bangwato 
Church was made to serve the purpose of the Bangwato monarchy in 
its control of the kingdom.33 Or, in the crisp formulation of Elisabeth 
Elbourne, ‘missionaries were relatively marginal, but Christianity was 
nonetheless enormously important’.34

Lewanika, the astute ruler of the Bulozi kingdom (from 1878 to 1916), 
had a tame missionary in François Coillard of the Paris Evangelical 
Mission. Coillard had real infl uence on him in some ways, more perhaps 
than any other Protestant missionary in the nineteenth century anywhere 
in Africa, and for almost twenty years. But Lewanika was cautious. He 
often attended church services, hoping to hear his favourite hymn, a Lozi 
rendering of ‘What a friend we have in Jesus’. But in an irritated outburst 
in 1892 he declared:

What have I to do with the Gospel and their God? . . . Had we not got gods 
before their arrival? What I want is . . . especially missionaries who build big 
workshops and teach us all the trades of the white men: carpenters, blacksmiths, 
armourers, masons and so on. That’s what I want . . . we laugh at all the rest.35

Lewanika certainly made good use of the missionaries, who helped him 
develop a canal network. This was to prove very important in coping 
with ecological crisis and threatened mass starvation in Barotseland in 
the 1890s. His experience in dealing with missionaries in the 1880s stood 
him in good stead when faced with the European political challenge. He 
obtained technical, diplomatic, and secretarial aid, but what he seems to 
have valued above all was ‘the reinforcement of Lozi self- confi dence in 
the face of white encroachment’.36

Among ordinary Africans, two questions were frequently asked when 
a missionary fi rst appeared. One was ‘what useful things does he bring?’ 
The other was ‘can he make rain?’ They looked for ecological not 
theological expertise, and for material benefi ts. Even into the twentieth 
century, especially among drought- ridden peoples like the Tswana, ‘the 
real measure of a missionary’s usefulness was: could he bring rain?’ 
Since missionaries opposed traditional rain- makers, it was a reasonable 
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expectation, and success would prove they enjoyed the favour of God. 
The substitution of a day of fasting and prayer did sometimes bring 
results. But more reliable were irrigation practices, ‘the missionary’s 
water- furrow’, and indeed the plough. Missionaries were, however, often 
accused of causing drought. When Sechele of the Bakwena was baptised 
by Livingstone (his one and only convert), an old man complained to 
Livingstone, ‘you might have delayed till we got rain’. A rain- doctor 
of the Bakwena rebuked him for saying God should be prayed to in his 
name alone and not by means of medicines: God ‘made black men fi rst, 
and he did not love us, as he did the white men. He made you beauti-
ful, and he gave you clothing, and guns . . . [but] God has given us one 
little thing, which you know nothing of . . . the knowledge of certain 
medicines by which we can make rain.’ They did not dispute the things 
the whites possessed, though ignorant of them, and ‘you ought not to 
despise our little knowledge, which you are ignorant of’ – for the idea of 
‘waiting patiently on God’ for rain was silly: ‘whoever thought of making 
trial of starvation?’37

Nothing endeared missionaries to Africans more than the ability to 
make agricultural improvements. As Samuel Marsden had understood 
in New Zealand, ‘a nation can do nothing without iron’, and he ensured 
the Maori were given a plentiful supply of the best axes, hoes, and 
spades.38 The missionaries in Africa used a similar strategy. A delighted 
Nguni chief praised the introduction of the plough by the Wesleyan 
Methodists: ‘This thing that the Whites have brought into the country is 
as good as ten wives.’39 From the beginning missionaries had realised the 
value of being able to dispense goods. From 1799 in the Cape, the LMS 
missionaries carried ‘Bibles in one hand, beads in the other’, in order to 
attract attention and make rewards and payments. They soon learned, 
as any slave- trader could have told them, that taste and fashion in Africa 
were fastidious and fi ckle; beads must be of the right colour, size, shape, 
and translucency. And from this arose a demand for blankets and other 
forms of clothing, for tools, guns, and ploughs, in exchange for feathers, 
skins, and ivory. Some missionaries took to full- time trading, notably at 
Kuruman in Bechuanaland. In this way missionaries helped to create a 
dependency on the white man’s goods.40

Christianity had other attractions. Africans were profoundly interested 
in acquiring some form of invulnerability in confl ict with warring neigh-
bours. There was a growing belief in southern Africa that a community 
with its own missionary could not be defeated in battle. Livingstone 
noted that the Bakhatla asked for a missionary: ‘It is merely a desire for 
the protection and temporal benefi t which missionaries are everywhere 
supposed to bring.’41 The Tonga wanted missionaries in order to get 
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help against Ngoni raids.42 Another attraction was the idea of a day of 
rest: the sabbath was a natural aid to conversion.43 Yet another could 
be the ‘new way of death’. Indeed, this was sometimes the supreme 
attraction. Africans had not speculated much about life after death, and 
heaven sounded good. In Uganda, Roman Catholic prayers to and for 
the dead, and the baptism or blessing of the dying to assure them of 
heaven, ‘living for ever with Mary’, ‘had a great appeal to the converts’.44 
But then, there was hell, too.

Perhaps no idea was more popular, though, than the mission station 
as a refuge and hiding place: ‘I have found a haven, a place of constant 
hiding.’45 Most early Christians were refugees, slaves, children, margin-
alised adults (especially women), even princes who could not succeed to 
the throne. Christianity was an especial opportunity for suppressed or 
aspiring teenagers, for whom, Professor Iliffe has written, ‘Christianity 
was a generational revolt much as communism was in twentieth century 
Asia.’46 In 1912 every member of the fi rst Anglican Church Council in 
western Kenya was still at mission school (though some were older than 
teenagers). Missions attracted depressed social groupings and outcasts 
(though less so than in India with its ‘rice Christians’): twins, mothers 
of twins, disabled people, epileptics, lepers, pregnant girls, girls escaping 
circumcision, barren women, women accused of witchcraft.47 However, 
it is important not to overemphasise this. Not all early converts were 
from marginal groups. In fact they came from a wide social spectrum.48 
Nevertheless, there was a strong element of self- emancipation and 
protection- seeking by those who were young, poor, or female.

Syncretism was sometimes a weapon in the mission armoury. 
Important decisions about ‘rites controversies’ were not as prominent as 
they had been for Jesuits in China and Japan, since most missionaries in 
Africa did not favour syncretist techniques. An extraordinary exception 
was Bishop Vincent Lucas in Tanganyika (1926–44), with his famous 
Masasi experiment. In total, Bishop Lucas put seven hundred boys aged 
thirteen to sixteen through a Christian jando (or circumcision school), 
combining it with confi rmation – cutting off foreskins as a prelude to 
fi rst communion. He did it with some relish, declaring it to be ‘a won-
derful opportunity’ for a priest to get ‘into real personal touch with his 
boys’. Most European observers regarded the Masasi experiment with 
scorn and disgust (‘it’s nothing but an orgy’ – or, in today’s terminology, 
nothing but an organised system of child abuse). However, this form of 
syncretism was popular with the African communities of the diocese, 
and had in fact been initiated several years earlier by African clergy and 
teachers.49
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III

Conversion sometimes resulted from gratitude for services given or 
insights provided. One estimate suggests that at least a third of converts 
in Bantu South Africa were won by missionary doctors and hospitals.50 
But is there a more theoretical way of understanding the phenomenol-
ogy of conversion? The best- known attempt is that of Robin Horton in 
1971.51 Horton suggested an interpretation of ‘traditional religion’ as 
being fl exible and open, a religion which sought to provide ‘explana-
tion, prediction, and control’ of events. ‘Traditional religion’, he argued, 
operated at two levels: at a microcosmic level of lesser spirits for the 
control of everyday events, and at a macrocosmic level of a supreme 
being for bigger things – but ideas about this God were not highly devel-
oped because he was regarded as more distant and not so infl uential as 
the lesser spirits. As horizons widened, an African might become more 
interested in the macrocosmic layer of his ‘traditional religion’, without 
missionary intervention. Conversion depended upon ‘enlargement of 
scale’ brought by European presence generally, ‘the modern situation’. 
Operating in a vacuum, Horton suggested, would have brought little 
missionary success.

It is certainly true that missionaries often sought to develop the embry-
onic concept of ‘supreme being’. They would try to establish his local 
name, and then represent their God as the ‘true’ manifestation of this 
high god. Certainly, too, there is widespread acceptance of Horton’s 
placing of a great deal of initiative on the African side, and regarding 
missionaries as catalysts rather than dominants. Horton knew about 
eastern Nigeria, but his thesis lacks historical specifi city, and ‘is prob-
ably inherently unprovable using normal procedures of investigation 
and verifi cation’.52 It is an abstract theory, and it makes almost no refer-
ence to the demographical background of conversion which seems so 
important. There are questions too about this rather simplifi ed concept 
of ‘traditional religion’. Was the ‘high god’ always suffi ciently imma-
nent, or valued, as to be something which could be built upon? Was the 
Christian God even regarded as a convincing or admirable alternative? 
The evidence from New Zealand in the 1820s is instructive. The Maori 
told Samuel Marsden that your God and our God could not be the same, 
otherwise you would have sweet potatoes and we would have cattle: 
‘were he our God as well as yours he could not have acted so partially’. 
Nor would he have made ‘such a mistake as to make us of different 
colour’. More than this: missionaries introduced new diseases, with fatal 
effect: ‘Your God is cruel and we do not want to know him.’53 These 
concerns would surely have resonated with many Africans.
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The Xhosa frequently asked awkward questions about the nature of 
God. Did he have many cattle as a mark of his greatness? Why did he 
not use his power to solve the problem of sin by cutting it off at source 
and destroying Satan? Missionaries in Xhosaland were repeatedly asked 
why if Christianity was meant for all people, it was ‘detained for so 
long amongst the white people?’ In the 1860s, an evangelist called Tiyo 
Soga challenged fellow countrymen to explain why they did not accept 
Christianity. A senior Xhosa chief argued that their ancestors should 
have known of it, if it was so important, and would not have withheld it 
from them. Soga replied that they hadn’t had hoes, spades, and blankets 
in the old days either.54

IV

African objections to the missionary enterprise can be further explored. 
The three obstacles which loomed largest were polygamy, Islam, and 
independency. Africans’ engagement with each of these will explain 
much about their response to missionaries.

Differing understandings of sexual moralities have always been and 
still remain potent sources of division between Christians and non-
 Christians, and nowadays between liberal Western churches and con-
servative African ones. The example set by European communities 
in Africa was not always appealing. Bishop Frank Weston in the early 
twentieth century worried about their corrupting infl uence in Zanzibar: 
‘more and more immoral – Piccadilly, Sodom and public bar!’ This 
bad example he thought quite as threatening to mission work as the 
omnipresent expansion of Islam and the practices of witchcraft.55 The 
behaviour of missionaries and priests was also sometimes scandalous.56 
Celibate Catholic priests and nuns were certainly not above suspicion in 
African eyes. Celibacy was incomprehensible, the mark of a boy, and few 
Africans believed anyone could stick to it. Victorian missionary discom-
fort about African sexuality often focused on circumcision. As ‘a badge 
of manhood’ it was extremely diffi cult to discourage.57 But it was the 
rejection of polygamy which was the most fundamental bone of conten-
tion. Opposition to it became the essential dogma of nineteenth- century 
Christianity in Africa: at best it was repellent, at worst the devil’s own 
institution.58 To polygynists, the incendiary missionary demand to repu-
diate a second wife would put them in a state of illegality among their 
own people and would require dowry fi nes; it involved an inhumane act 
towards both discarded wives and their children. Traditional society had 
no place for unattached women who were neither immature nor senile. 
Inevitably it was always the least attractive women who were put away 
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and the least likely to be remarried. As Livingstone observed, those who 
knew a bit about the gospel ‘hate it cordially because of monogamy’. 
Indeed, Christianity often became known as the ‘religion of one wife 
only’. Livingstone himself, with a real sympathy for African culture, was 
prepared to be more relaxed about polygamy than most, but the infl ex-
ibility of all missions on this issue was constantly reaffi rmed.59

Polygyny was practised and admired in almost every African society.60 
Traditionally, it has been calculated that about 35 per cent of men had 
more than one wife. Of those who were pluralists the average number 
of wives was about 2.5 each. To understand the system, it has to be 
remembered that African marriage was aimed not at personal happiness 
on a basis of love or friendship between the sexes, but at the production 
of children within a framework of kinship alliance. An Mfengu elder told 
the 1883 commission on law and custom, ‘it is all this thing called love. 
We do not understand it at all. This thing called love has been intro-
duced’ – and everything had gone wrong.61 Multiple wives were reck-
oned important for several reasons. They would minimise the stigma, 
indeed the calamity, of childlessness; they conferred personal prestige, 
status, and the chance of high offi ce; they compensated for the taboo 
on sexual intercourse with a breastfeeding wife (in societies where this 
was often prolonged until infants were two or three years old); they were 
important for getting work done in the fi elds, for food supply, and for 
meeting the obligations of hospitality. The Kikuyu have a proverb: ‘One 
wife is a passport to death.’ From the female point of view polygyny had 
advantages as well. It freed women from constant pregnancies, from a 
man’s insistent sexual expectations, from loneliness, where convention 
did not expect companionship between husband and wife (they seldom 
ate together); and it ensured that widows and children were cared for in 
extended families. It also meant there was among polygynists little or no 
call for prostitutes. Thus, as far as family life was concerned, Christian 
reorientation and insistence on monogamy could have devastating con-
sequences.62 Men complained that they lost control of their women and 
missions turned their daughters into whores.63 Even among urban, mod-
ernised, and committed African Christians, only a minority ever actually 
wanted to be married in a Christian ceremony. For example, in early 
twentieth- century Lagos, on average only some fi fty Christian unions 
a year occurred in a Christian population of about 100,000; perhaps 
only two- fi fths of the Lagosian elite made Christian marriage work. Or 
again, in eastern Uganda, only about one in eight Christian Africans 
ever married in a church.64 Polygamy was a major factor in the estab-
lishment of breakaway and independent churches. Missionaries were 
often devious over the issue, turning a blind eye when it suited them, 
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but then employing it as a way of asserting their authority or blocking 
African leadership.65 The issue remains unresolved and controversial. In 
1998, the new archbishop of Cape Town, the Most Revd Njongonkulu 
Ndungane, became the highest- ranking prelate yet to launch a campaign 
to persuade the Church to embrace polygamy. ‘It has’, he claimed, ‘long 
been recognised in the Anglican Communion that polygamy in parts of 
Africa genuinely has features of both faithfulness and righteousness.’66

Second only to polygamy as a problem was competition with Islam. In 
a way, everything the Europeans did in Africa was part of a struggle with 
Islam for control.67 Edward Steere, bishop of Zanzibar from 1875, was 
keenly aware of this: ‘It is a race with Islam which shall have the tribes 
[of the interior].’68 Islam of course had the advantage along the northern 
part of the east coast of having been fi rst in the fi eld. Like Christianity, 
it needed calamities and mobility to fl ourish, but it was prepared to 
be more adaptable than Christianity, and, despite its emphasis on the 
individual, to Africans it seemed to require less disruption of traditional 
practices. Most importantly, it permitted polygamy. It more readily 
validated the militarism of honour cultures. It required circumcision, 
male and female, but that was not a problem for circumcising African 
societies like the Yao, who transformed it into an Islamic purifi cation 
rite. Islam’s rules and injunctions were clear and precise, its worship 
simple. It was highly audible, with the muezzin’s cry, and highly visible, 
with men praying in the open and in public. It was quite easy to set up a 
mosque using existing huts and local materials, as opposed to purpose-
 built churches, which had to provide pews and import brass eagles and 
lecterns from Birmingham.69 The agents of Islam – its missionaries – 
were often African chiefs, confi dent and well organised, or wandering 
mallams, with much closer links to the laity than the Christian mis-
sionaries. Islam, like traditional religions, but unlike Christianity, was 
much concerned with the explanation of events. Its expansion proved, 
as one bishop put it, that Christianity was ‘not the natural sublimation 
of African animism’; or, in modern scholarly parlance, Islamic ideas had 
a more workable ‘signifi cant equivalence’, recognisable to the ‘African 
mentality’.70 Its death rites and food taboos were readily adopted. The 
Muslim paradise was confi dently promised to believers.

Islam was not, however, automatically preferred to Christianity 
where there was direct competition, as in Uganda. Mutesa, kabaka 
of the Baganda, waveringly weighed up the counter- claims of Allah 
and Messiah, Friday and Sunday, and thought that the Bible might 
be better than the Qur’an because it was older.71 Some scholars have 
suggested that perhaps the real key as to whether Islam or Christianity 
gained the converts was the answer to the question ‘who had been the 
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slave- traders?’ For this reason, Islam made no progress in the southern 
Sudan.72 Conversely, Islam sometimes had the advantage of promoting 
a different faith from that of the dominant white rulers.73 Ironically, the 
expansion of Islam was actually promoted by the extension of European 
control. The Pax Britannica and transport improvements enabled Islam 
to be spread more easily. Islam also gained an elevated status in African 
eyes because of the number of Muslims who served the colonial state as 
soldiers, policemen, and offi cials. In these ways acceptance of Muslims 
by the colonial state encouraged a more general respect for Islam.74

A third problem for the missions was the rejection of orthodox 
Christianity, the attractions of the independent church movement, or 
even more radical offshoots associated with eschatological millennial-
ism. These breakaway movements (African Initiated Churches) arose 
from (1) dissatisfaction with what privileged missionaries offered, (2) an 
attempt to reassert African cultural identity, and (3) acute resentment 
at the blocking of indigenous promotion and leadership in mainstream 

Plate 6.2 USPG mission church under construction at Mankaiana, 
western Swaziland, 1969. The fi rst Anglican church in Swaziland 
was built of brick in 1881 and would not have looked out of place in 
a British town; it was subsequently abandoned. Out- station churches 
were later built in a more vernacular style, with thatched roof and cow-
 dung fl oor.
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churches. From the perspective of this last point, a disastrous moment 
occurred in the history of African Christianity when Bishop Samuel 
Ajayi Crowther was forced to resign in Nigeria in 1890. Crowther was 
the fi rst black bishop (of West Africa); and James Johnson, another 
African bishop, superintendent of interior missions, was also dismissed. 
After these retrogressive steps by the CMS, part of a bitter reaction 
against the earlier strategy of promoting an indigenous ministry, there 
was no full diocesan African Anglican bishop again until 1953.75 Of the 
fi fteen ordained Africans who worked on the Niger between 1880 and 
1890, twelve were either disconnected or recommended for disconnec-
tion. From the 1890s, throughout West Africa, ‘Africans found them-
selves victims of a new hardening of attitude, an uninformed intolerance, 
a pushing and grasping for absolute authority’. In Nigeria, ‘three great 
schisms’ within the churches took place: Baptist in 1888, Anglican in 
1891, and Methodist in 1917.76 In South Africa, a Wesleyan minister, 
Nehemiah Tile, left the Methodist Church when missionaries criticised 
his political views. He founded the Thembu Church in 1884, in oppo-
sition to European control, and with the positive desire to adapt the 
Christian message to the needs of Thembu society. A similarly moti-
vated secession from the LMS took place in Bechuanaland in 1885. 
An ex- Wesleyan, Isaiah Shembe, founded the Nazareth Baptist Church 
near Durban in 1911, defending polygyny and Zulu patriarchal values. 
In South Africa there were about thirty independent churches by 1913. 
Numbers grew to more than 800 in 1948, 2,000 in 1960, 3,000 by 1970, 
and up to an estimated 10,000 by the year 2000. The roll- call extended 
all the way from the ‘Al Zion Elected Church’ to the ‘Zulu Ethiopian 
Church’, and included the ‘International Four Square Church’, the 
‘Fire Baptised Holiness Church of God’, the ‘African Castor Oil Dead 
Church’, and the ‘King George Win the War Church’.77

Independency involved two comparable but unrelated strands. Not 
only are independent churches in one sense inheritors of an entire history 
of schism in the Christian Church (especially the highly visible disjunc-
tion of Protestant and Catholic churches) – ‘as it were, the arithmetical 
progression of sectarian divisions in the West’78 – but also they refl ect the 
inherent tendency to split off from a father’s kraal, and the fi ssiparousness 
of ‘tribal’ society. The leaders of independent churches, brought up in cul-
tures with a strong sense of honour,79 rejected the autocratic paternalism 
of missionaries, and sought greater respect and improved status in new 
centres of power. Their followers were in search of something perhaps 
more fundamental still, a genuinely local, intimate, autonomous commu-
nity, a space which gave them personal signifi cance and made them feel at 
home. Hence the stress on the ritual recovery of traditional practices.
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In Nyasaland during the First World War, John Chilembwe, a charis-
matic African Baptist minister, protested that the fruits of Christian civi-
lisation, promised by missionaries, were being denied. He had a vision of 
a national African church and was prepared to fi ght for it, leading to his 
rebellion in 1915 with tragic consequences.80 In Kenya in the 1920s, the 
attack by the Church of Scotland Mission and the Africa Inland Mission 
on the practice of clitoridectomy was regarded as an attempt to bring 
about the disintegration of the Kikuyu social order; it led to the founding 
of the African Independent Pentecostal Church and to the politically sig-
nifi cant Kikuyu Independent Schools Association.81 In Uganda, Reuben 
Spartas founded the African Orthodox Church in 1929 for ‘men who 
wish to be free in their own house, not always being thought of as boys’.82 
Throughout the independent churches there was dissatisfaction with a 
Western religion which denied polygamy and gave too little healing in 
church services, which did not provide enough of Horton’s ‘explanation, 
prediction, and control’ of events. Africans wanted a more prophetic 
vision, a more vigorously developed, and preferably mystical, ministry 
of healing. At the more extreme end were the Zionist churches. These 
expressed faith through healing and purifi cation rites, drawing heavily 
upon, and aiming to protect, traditional witchcraft eradication cults.83 
Women became especially prominent, in some places accounting for 
perhaps two- thirds of independent church membership.

Africans strikingly and enthusiastically took up eschatalogical 
Christian millenarianism, a feature of the Bible which missionaries 
were no longer keen upon, though it had featured among the original 
motivations of the Protestant missionary movement from the 1790s. It 
lost some of its power for missionaries when the predicted millennium 
failed to arrive in 1866. Christian millenarianism envisages the ‘glorious 
thousand years of the saints’, Christ’s thousand- year rule on earth (pre-
 millennialism), or the culmination of Christ’s Second Advent (post-
 millennialism, or millennialism proper).84 Either way, Africans were 
inspired by the expectation that Christ would punish wicked rulers and 
raise up the blacks to be the preferred ones in glory everlasting. One 
of the most powerful millenarian movements was Kimbanguism in the 
Lower Congo. Simon Kimbangu was a former member of the Baptist 
Mission, active in the 1920s. He himself was reluctant to cut all ties 
with missionaries: ‘We are like wives to our Whites . . . if we leave them 
they will be sorely affl icted.’ But such was his growing prophetic repu-
tation, and such the enthusiasm generated by the miracles ascribed to 
him, that men and women fl ocked to Kimbangu as a messiah, deserting 
the Roman Catholic missions. People said, ‘We have found the God of 
the Blacks.’ Intoxicated by success, Kimbanguism moved further and 
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further from its European roots. It developed into the ‘greatest mass 
Christian movement in West Africa’, the biggest independent church 
in all Africa. This was despite the ambiguity of Simon Kimbangu’s 
own beliefs. He died in 1951, but after his death the movement grew 
exponentially.85

V

It should perhaps not be too surprising that some observers consider 
mainstream missionary enterprise to have been largely a failure, espe-
cially in the nineteenth century.86 There were, in a lapidary phrase, ‘not 
all that many converts’ – at least not won by Europeans, as opposed to 
the work of local African agents.87 Large- scale adherence only came 
with independency. The often heroic educational and medical efforts 
of missionaries are not recalled today with much gratitude. While many 
Africans simply rejected the mission call, others embraced Christianity 
only superfi cially or partially. Archdeacon Watts in Swaziland in the early 
twentieth century wondered how far Africans ‘regard the sacraments as 
simply “white man’s medicine” of a stronger kind than can be produced 
by their own witchdoctors’.88 Sundkler mentions a Zionist prophet, a 
graduate, who told him that a woman in his church was barren because 
she had a snake in her stomach which ate the foetus;89 many years later 
I myself was assured by a Swazi ordinand that his stomach pains were 
caused by a snake, and he would be visiting a traditional healer. (It 
should perhaps be explained that this ‘snake’ is not quite like the usual 
reptile, but it has a head and can crawl about and bite, thus causing indi-
gestion and stomach ache; in the male it is sometimes believed to be the 
source of semen, and in the female, the snake must accept the semen for 
conception to take place.)90

The apparently impressive statistics for African Christianity thus 
conceal a good deal of syncretism, reinterpretation, and unorthodoxy. 
Africans – though not unique in this – have always taken what they 
wanted of the Christian message, and they do so still. They believe what 
they want to believe. But then again, given the sceptical questioning of 
Bishop Colenso by William Ngidi some 150 years ago, it is ironic that 
many African bishops today are amongst the world’s most vocal and 
hard- line upholders of the literal truth of the Bible and the moral teach-
ing of the Old Testament. It is not clear yet whether present disputes 
will lead to a split in the Anglican Communion. But whether they do 
or not, explanations will be needed. It will be more important than ever 
to understand the history of the complex African response to Christian 
missions.
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7 Bureaucracy and trusteeship in the 
colonial empire

[Reprinted from the Oxford history of the British empire, vol. IV, The 
twentieth century (ed. J.M. Brown and W.R. Louis, 1999), an essay 
which drew in part upon material fi rst published in ‘The Colonial 
Offi ce mind, 1900–1914’, a contribution to the Festschrift for Professor 
Mansergh, The fi rst British Commonwealth: essays in honour of Nicholas 
Mansergh (ed. N. Hillmer and P. Wigley, 1980), reprinted from the 
Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, vol. 8 (1979).]

You might say that a chapter with this title ought to test the hypothesis 
of ‘the offi cial mind of imperialism’, the idea that there was a defi nable 
directing theory (or ‘invisible hand’) behind the British empire. This 
essay does not quite do that, although it does ask some of the main ques-
tions relevant to such an enquiry, at least for the fi rst half of the twenti-
eth century. How was the central bureaucracy of the empire organised? 
What was its role and function, and where did it stand in relation to 
other agencies? What sort of offi cials ran it? (They were almost entirely 
male, though we should not forget the pioneering women, Mary Fisher 
– see pp. 274–5 below – and Eleanor Emery.) Did they have any sort of 
agreed outlook? To the extent that ‘trusteeship’ can be identifi ed as an 
institutionally defi ning doctrine, how did this work in practice? How did 
it change to meet post- war challenges after 1945?1

I

Colonial affairs had been dealt with in Whitehall by a secretary of state 
since 1768, though sometimes in combination with other ministerial 
portfolios. Towards the end of the eighteenth century the secretaryships 
of war and colonies were combined and not fi nally separated until 1854. 
At this time the Colonial Offi ce operated out of Downing Street, in a 
seriously dilapidated building, later pulled down and replaced by the 
Whips’ Offi ce. In 1875 the Offi ce was moved to the north- east corner of 
the prestigious block containing the Home, Foreign, and India Offi ces. 
There was a further move to Great Smith Street in 1945. Plans for a grand 
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new Colonial Offi ce building in Parliament Square were abandoned in 
1954 because of Winston Churchill’s objection – on the grounds not 
that the empire was contracting, but that it would ruin his own grandi-
ose scheme for an enlarged Parliament Square, ‘to be laid out as a truly 
noble setting for the heart of the British Empire’.2 Before the routine 
use of the typewriter and telegraph from the 1890s, the Colonial Offi ce 
was a sleepy, humdrum place. It was also, before the arrival of Joseph 
Chamberlain (secretary of state, 1895–1903), a political back water. In 
1870 incoming communications totalled a mere 13,500 items. By 1900 
this had risen to 42,000 and by 1905 to 50,000 a year. It was one of the 
smallest departments in Whitehall, with a staff of 113 by 1903. Numbers 
were to increase, although the Offi ce remained comparatively small (see 
Table 7.1). Of some 400 in the 1930s only about 70 were administrative 
grade secretaries.

In response to criticism that the Colonial Offi ce was insensitive to 
the emerging and developing self- governing communities (Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa), a separate Dominions 
Department was established within the Offi ce in 1907. This led even-
tually to the creation of a separate secretaryship of state for Dominion 
affairs in 1925, but until 1930 the post was held by the secretary 
of state for the colonies, L.S. Amery. The two posts remained dis-
tinct after 1931 until they were recombined in 1962 in the person of 
Duncan Sandys. Meanwhile the Dominions Offi ce was renamed the 
Commonwealth Relations Offi ce in 1947, when it took over residual 
India Offi ce work after independence. Probably only at this point did 
the ‘Dominions Offi ce’ (DO) acquire any real sense of purpose, even 
though Kashmir was to provide plenty of headaches in Commonwealth 
relations. A merger took place between the Colonial Offi ce (CO) and 
the Commonwealth Relations Offi ce (CRO) in 1966. Two years later a 
fi nal merger with the Foreign Offi ce (FO) established the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Offi ce (1968). These changes were not uncontested. 
Cabinet Secretary Norman Brook, as early as 1956, was in favour of a 

Table 7.1. Colonial Offi ce staff, 1935–64

Year Number of staff

1935 372
1939 450
1943 317
1947 1,189
1954 1,661
1964 530
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united ‘Department of Commonwealth Affairs’, which would get rid of 
the word ‘Colonial’, fast becoming a term of abuse. He thought Australia 
and New Zealand were now mature enough not to feel threatened by 
this change, and all ought to appreciate the need to dispel criticism of 
colonial policy. Neither Offi ce was enthusiastic, but it was increasingly 
recognised that there were problems in maintaining the post- 1925 struc-
ture. By 1958 Alan Lennox- Boyd (secretary of state, 1954–9) believed 
‘we should be thinking in terms of an ultimate merger’ of colonial and 
Commonwealth affairs. In 1959 high commissioners were asked for their 
views about the suggested amalgamation. All believed Commonwealth 
governments would regard being linked with colonial territories unfa-
vourably: it would be a retrograde act which might increase the taint of 
‘colonialism’. (Only the government of the Central African Federation 
welcomed it, as leading to the disappearance of its bogey, the Colonial 
Offi ce.) The high commissioners warned that the result would probably 
be that the Commonwealth governments would bypass the new offi ce 
and deal directly with the Foreign Offi ce. The existence of a separate 
offi ce, they argued, was living proof of the importance attached to the 
Commonwealth connection, and Commonwealth relations were, after 
all, supposed to be ‘different in kind’ from foreign relations.3 However, 
by the end of 1962 the winding up of the colonial empire had proceeded 
to such an extent that the prime minister, Harold Macmillan, was in 
favour of amalgamating the two. Meanwhile, the Plowden Committee 
had tentatively recommended amalgamation of the Commonwealth 
Relations Offi ce and Foreign Offi ce as the two ‘diplomatic’ departments, 
engaged on different work from the Colonial Offi ce’s ‘administration’ of 
dependencies. But Macmillan was vehemently opposed to this further 
merger: ‘No. I think the Plowden Ctee. are on the wrong track altogether. 
I should oppose strongly merg[ing] Commonwealth with FO. Politically, 
it would be worse for us than the Common Market.’4 An incoming 
Labour government after 1964 thought differently. The establishment 
of the Commonwealth Secretariat in 1965 (on Afro- Asian initiative) also 
fundamentally changed the situation.

Until 1925, when the separate Dominions Offi ce was created, the 
work of the Colonial Offi ce was subdivided essentially along geographi-
cal or regional lines, and these country departments were relatively 
self- contained. The role of the Offi ce was supervisory. Colonies were 
administered not from London, ‘the one rank heresy which we all shudder 
at’, but by their governors on the spot. Governors, however, acted 
under a general metropolitan supervision. The feasibility of a gover-
nor’s proposals would be assessed by the CO, whose offi cials saw their 
task as being ‘an essential function of cautious criticism’. They were 
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unperturbed by the argument that they lacked practical experience and 
fi rsthand knowledge of particular colonies: ‘one can criticize a pudding 
without being a cook’ (Charles Strachey). From the 1930s the colonial 
empire gradually began to be seen more as a whole, and as a stage upon 
which more interventionist and generally applicable policies might be 
evolved, beginning with Colonial Development and Welfare. Attempts 
at regional co- ordination increased. Administration became more and 
more complex and technical. Accordingly, the subject departments 
became more important. There had long been a General Department, 
dealing with promotions and transfers in the Colonial Service, postal 
communications and copyright inventions, uniforms and fl ags; only to 
a limited extent was it genuinely concerned with general policy. The 
Personnel Division was created in 1930, and the General Department 
developed its subject functions which then again subdivided, starting 
with the Economic Department (trade, colonial products) in 1934, fol-
lowed by International Relations (dealing with the League of Nations 
Mandates), Defence, Social Service (labour, education, and health), 
and Development. By 1950 there were twenty- one subject departments 
as against eight geographical departments. A parallel development was 

Plate 7.1 Secretary of state’s room, Colonial Offi ce, early twentieth 
century.
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the increase in specialist advisers. There had been a legal adviser since 
1867. The secretary of the advisory committee on Native Education in 
Tropical Africa became in 1934, in effect, the educational adviser. A 
chief medical adviser was appointed in 1926, an economic and fi nancial 
adviser in 1928, a fi sheries adviser in 1928, an agricultural adviser in 
1929, an animal health adviser in 1930, and a labour adviser in 1938. 
By 1960 there were thirty scientifi c and technical advisers, and twenty-
 three advisory committees. All these changes were refl ected from the late 
1930s in subject fi les becoming increasingly the focus of business, until 
by 1950 there were about three times as many subject fi les as country 
fi les. The country or geographical classes of records between 1925 and 
1954 are now represented in the National Archives by about 55,000 
surviving fi les for thirty years, while the subject classes for the period 
1939 to 1954 alone are represented by 31,000 fi les for fi fteen years. Co- 
operation between geographical and subject departments remained close. 
Ministers, when they took decisions, were usually advised not simply by 
one of the geographical departments or one of the subject departments 
but by both working together. And the country departments remained 
more important politically than the mere statistics suggest.5

Was there in the Colonial Offi ce an ‘offi cial mind’ on empire prob-
lems? Although technically only the instrument of the secretary of state, 
‘as a continuous institution it had in fact a corporate “mind” of its own, 
built up on its long tradition, the experience and personal characteristics 
of its staff, and the effectual infl uence of its constant and intimate contact 
with the Colonial Service’.6 By contrast, it would have to be a powerful 
secretary of state who could impose his own policy on all but a highly 
selected number of individual issues. The vast majority of fi les only went 
to the secretary of state at the discretion of offi cials. Changes of govern-
ment were seldom a problem. Political bipartisanship generally prevailed, 
although apparently fractured from 1964. Before then little adjustment to 
new parties in power was required. Temperamental differences between 
ministers of whatever political colour were more important, as garrulous 
character succeeded taciturn, slave- driver replaced indulgent, intellec-
tual followed near- illiterate, or lazy amateur succeeded dedicated profes-
sional. Like all civil servants, Colonial Offi ce offi cials were expected to 
be unbiased politically. However, in the broadest terms, the ‘mind’ of 
the Colonial Offi ce was humane and progressive, unable to identify with 
extreme right- wing attitudes to empire. They were proud of the empire, 
but also sceptical about it. They were happiest and worked most effec-
tively under radical administrations, such as that of the Liberal govern-
ment of 1905 to 1915 and the Labour government of 1945 to 1951.

It is manifestly the case, however, that there was never a time in the 
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twentieth century when the Colonial Offi ce staff was of a single mind. 
As in all small communities of intelligent people, there were tensions 
and strongly argued disagreements which could quickly acquire a per-
sonal dimension. The argumentativeness of its offi cials was remarked 
on ruefully by a new permanent under- secretary, Sir Francis Hopwood, 
coming in from the outside in 1907, who found he suffered a great 
deal and wasted too much time every day ‘endeavouring to convince 
or coerce’ the remarkable ‘self- confi dence in opinion’ of those below 
him. Chamberlain, he believed, had to a certain extent ‘fomented con-
tentiousness’. In a later generation there were marked differences of 
approach between traditional conservatives such as Sir Hilton Poynton 
and Sir John Martin, and radical Young Turks such as J.S. Bennett. 
Nevertheless, the atmosphere was clubbish and donnish. It was also 
rather patronising towards public opinion and pressure groups. Offi cials 
were generally impatient of humanitarian and missionary pressure. This 
was not because they did not care about human rights; on the contrary, 
they regarded themselves as the true and effi cient guardians of ‘the 
moral tradition’, to which outside bodies, with imperfect access to full 
information, could add little. Too often the representations of the latter 
seemed inaccurate, exaggerated, sentimental, and unrealistic. And where 
matters of high policy, like strategic considerations or delicate diplomatic 
relations, were concerned, it was not possible to provide proper and con-
vincing explanations to outsiders.

These offi cials were a true elite of scholar- offi cial mandarins. They 
were clever men, richly furnished with ability. Many of them passed high 
in the open competition for the Home Civil Service, some of them head 
of their year, among them C.P. Lucas, S. Olivier, W.A. Robinson, and 
A.B. Keith, the last- named passing in 1901 with more than a thousand 
marks more than any previous candidate. Keith had an Oxford triple 
fi rst on top of his previous fi rst- class degree from Edinburgh; he took 
a law doctorate by thesis in 1907, and became a professor of Sanskrit 
and comparative philology, as well as an acknowledged authority on the 
constitutional history of the empire. First- class degrees were common 
(as they were not in the Colonial Service, dominated by the ‘Blues and 
2.2s’). Of the later generation, J.S. Bennett had a double starred fi rst in 
history from Cambridge. Andrew Cohen was within six marks of fi rst 
place in the 1932 entry, but had sixty marks deducted for ‘bad hand-
writing’ (he practised a large, vague script which looked like gothicised 
Hebrew with all the diacriticals omitted), a penalisation which demoted 
him to fourth place. Kenneth Robinson left for an academic career which 
embraced the directorship of the Institute of Commonwealth Studies in 
London and vice- chancellorship of the University of Hong Kong.
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Almost the entire routine of the Colonial Offi ce consisted in the 
circulation of paper among its offi cers in strict hierarchical sequence, 
each person recording his – it was usually his – opinion in minutes. 
Minuting tended to be more extensive and meticulous than it was in the 
sparser, less refl ective Foreign Offi ce tradition. Minuting is a more time-
 consuming process than might be thought, as it required good composi-
tion combined with mastery of a great deal of documentation. But in this 
painstaking way the Colonial Offi ce was able to function effi ciently as a 
memory- system of data storage and retrieval, as hard- working offi cials 
recorded the reasoning behind decisions and made themselves able to 
give an expert opinion or draft appropriately worded despatches reason-
ably quickly, make precedents available, and warn politicians of actions 
already proved futile.

II

One aspect of bureaucracy which became increasingly central as the 
twentieth century progressed was inter- departmental relations. In the 
early days it had not much troubled the Colonial Offi ce what other 
government departments thought about the empire. The relationships 
which came to matter were principally those with the Foreign Offi ce, 
Commonwealth Relations Offi ce, and Treasury. The approach of the 
Foreign Offi ce was radically different, its main interest being in diplo-
matic accommodations without the responsibility of actually running 
any territories. All too often it seemed to think the Colonial Offi ce could 
well afford to make gestures within the colonial empire in order to make 
its own general task in the international arena simpler. The Colonial 
Offi ce often felt it received no help from the Foreign Offi ce permanent 
offi cials, and frequently a good deal of hindrance, since they seemed to 
regard colonial matters as rather a nuisance, especially as they appeared 
not to be much concerned to stand up for British rights, let alone those 
of the inhabitants of colonial territories. The Foreign Offi ce thought the 
Colonial Offi ce too legalistic, and rather resented the fact that British 
Honduras bedevilled ‘normal’ relations with Guatemala, or the Falkland 
Islands with Argentina. Above all, it was annoyed that Cyprus upset 
relations with Greece. The Foreign Offi ce view tended to be that British 
policy itself caused discontent in Cyprus because of an unduly high- and-
 mighty attitude emanating from Government House, Nicosia (but then, 
the Colonial Offi ce would have agreed with that). They also thought 
the Colonial Offi ce attitude too ambivalent: was Enosis (union with 
Greece) a serious problem or not? (‘The Colonial Offi ce are supreme 
wishful thinkers.’) There was a major disagreement between the Foreign 
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Offi ce and Colonial Offi ce about the recognition of the Yemen Republic 
in 1963, with the Foreign Offi ce much more disposed to be nice to the 
‘Nasserite’ Yemenis, and the Colonial Offi ce evaluating the question 
from the narrow standpoint of the Aden base. The Foreign Offi ce was 
contemptuous of the Colonial Offi ce’s reluctance to see it move into a 
more signifi cant role in African policy. They thought the Colonial Offi ce 
‘Bourbon- minded’ in resisting a more planned and inter- departmental 
approach. In 1949 the Foreign Offi ce suggested there should be a Nile 
Valley Board (made up of Egypt, Sudan, Ethiopia, Uganda, and the 
Belgian Congo) to sort out the problem of the Nile waters, foster good 
relations with Egypt, and generally improve the British reputation at the 
United Nations. But to Cohen and the Colonial Offi ce this was wholly 
disadvantageous to East Africa: ‘we cannot sacrifi ce the interests of colo-
nial territories for these purposes’. It was not in Uganda’s interest to risk 
Egyptian and Ethiopian interference. Hilton Poynton agreed: ‘This is a 
characteristic piece of Foreign Offi ce nonsense. I agree that it should be 
vigorously opposed.’7

Differences of approach with the Commonwealth Relations Offi ce 
are best illustrated with reference to two major surveys conducted at 
the request of the prime minister in 1957 and 1959, entitled respec-
tively ‘Future Constitutional Relations with Colonies’ and ‘Future 
Policy Study, 1960–1970’. In response to the former (vulgarly known as 
Macmillan’s ‘profi t and loss account’8), the Commonwealth Relations 
Offi ce indicated that it would like Britain to divest itself of responsibil-
ity for the Solomon Islands and the New Hebrides (a condominium 
with France), which could be more sensibly administered by Australia 
and New Zealand. The Colonial Offi ce could not see this working and 
doubted whether it would be in accordance with ‘the wishes of the 
natives’. Two years later Macmillan himself raised the matter again, after 
‘some interesting’ representations from the Duke of Edinburgh who had 
just visited the Pacifi c. Macmillan agreed there was ‘much to be said for 
a rationalization of colonial responsibilities’ in the south- west Pacifi c. 
Australia spent more on its dependent territories than Britain did per 
head, and if it were interested in taking over, this could be of advantage 
to the peoples involved. A transfer ‘within the Commonwealth’ would 
involve no loss of prestige. The New Hebrides were of no importance 
to Britain. If the British held on they would have to spend more on 
them: ‘otherwise the disparity between our standards and those of the 
Australians and the French will become so marked that the inhabit-
ants may become disaffected’. If the Gilbert and Ellice Islands could be 
rejoined to Fiji, a ‘general co- ordination’ of dependencies in the region 
might be secured.
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Such arguments were familiar to the Commonwealth Relations 
Offi ce, and had been mooted by them before, but for the most part, 
and certainly since 1952, Australia had seemed reluctant to take on 
new responsi bilities. Macmillan’s interest polarised departmental atti-
tudes sharply. The Colonial Offi ce took its stand on ‘trusteeship’: the 
people themselves must choose for themselves when they had been 
brought to a suffi cient stage of political and economic advancement. 
The Commonwealth Relations Offi ce focused on the admittedly poor 
reputation of European rule in these territories – the ‘Pandemonium’ of 
the New Hebrides, and the ‘discreditable backwater’ of the Solomons – 
and argued that it was a nonsense for six Western powers to be exercising 
jurisdiction in the south Pacifi c. John Chadwick of the Commonwealth 
Relations Offi ce minuted: ‘This has now become an open battle between 
the Colonial Offi ce paternalists who wish to retain control until they 
have led their South Seas protégés into the best of all possible worlds, 
and CRO devolutionists, who believe in the lessons of geo- history and 
see some chance of lessening the white man’s burden . . . It is clear that 
we and the CO are poles apart.’

A special committee of ministers discussed the issue in July 1959. The 
principal points made were that Britain could not indefi nitely undertake 
the fi nancial commitment of administering territories of no particular 
strategic signifi cance, especially where they could be more appropri-
ately administered by other Commonwealth countries; but the peoples 
might not welcome transfer and the French might not agree. The prime 
minister then directed the matter to be remitted to the ‘Future policy 
study’ group of offi cials – which in the event could make no clear recom-
mendation because of the continuing irreconcilability of views between 
the Colonial Offi ce and Commonwealth Relations Offi ce, but they did 
incline to the Colonial Offi ce basic arguments of ‘moral responsibility’ 
and allowing the wishes of the inhabitants to prevail.9

The production of this ‘Future policy study’ paper provided a major 
occasion for inter- departmental co- ordination, particularly over percep-
tions of the future of the Commonwealth, the most contentious section 
as originally drafted by the Commonwealth Relations Offi ce. Both 
the Colonial Offi ce and the Foreign Offi ce felt the Commonwealth 
Relations Offi ce exaggerated the importance of the Commonwealth as 
a factor in British relations with the United States when they argued 
that Americans listened to the British because of the Commonwealth. 
The Commonwealth Relations Offi ce draft also seemed to contain too 
much special pleading and too much optimism about the value of eco-
nomic ties to the United Kingdom for future African states. But much 
of the imprecision of the Commonwealth Relations Offi ce paper arose 
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from internal disagreements within that offi ce. The Foreign Offi ce view 
was that the Commonwealth was not a possible source of power (as 
the United States was and Europe might be) for Britain, but was nev-
ertheless important as an instrument of such limited power as Britain 
still had. The Colonial Offi ce valued the Commonwealth highly, but 
to some extent simply because it was a non- American grouping in 
international affairs. However, these differences of offi cial perception 
were ironed out, and the fi nal version of the paper on the future of the 
Commonwealth was accepted by the Colonial Offi ce offi cials as ‘very 
satisfactory’. They too believed that the Commonwealth was of great 
signifi cance in the crucial matter of relations between advanced and 
underdeveloped nations: that it was the only alternative to the growing 
political and economic deterioration of Britain, as well as a useful instru-
ment of Western infl uence in the global struggle against communism. 
Moreover, its very existence provided a good answer to the charge of 
‘colonialism’, and it enabled emerging nations to begin to learn about 
international relations within ‘a sort of family circle’. By 1962, when the 
Commonwealth had changed from a cohesive and small group of rela-
tively large countries into a large association of mainly small states, the 
value of the Commonwealth – according to Norman Brook – was that it 
was a means of attracting Western as opposed to communist allegiance, 
and might make a valuable contribution to world peace if Britain could 
reduce racial tension in the world by co- operation within this multi-
 racial organisation. ‘Two- tier’ concepts of the Commonwealth, with 
different levels of participation for the old ‘white’ members and the new 
Afro- Asian ones, were fi rmly rejected by the offi cials.10

There were departmental differences, too, about how to treat the 
United Nations. The Foreign Offi ce and Commonwealth Relations 
Offi ce felt that the collapse of the United Nations would be disastrous, 
and Britain must not let discontent with it lead to policies which might 
damage it. They wanted a more robust attitude to colonial problems 
when these were debated at the United Nations: the British delegation 
should be more active and publicise the British case more effectively, 
instead of thinking more in Colonial Offi ce terms of disdainful silence or 
walkouts. They thought the Colonial Offi ce attitude – at least as exem-
plifi ed by Hilton Poynton, obsessed with resisting the United Nations 
and seeing no real need to work with either it, the United States, or 
even the Commonwealth – profoundly unsatisfactory and legalistic. 
Some years of inter- departmental debate (defy or co- operate?) reached 
a climax in 1962.11

After the Foreign Offi ce and Commonwealth Relations Offi ce, the 
other main department the Colonial Offi ce dealt with was the Treasury 
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– a relationship in which the Colonial Offi ce is commonly supposed to 
have been at a disadvantage. Things were not quite as diffi cult as might 
be thought. The Treasury had no positive input into colonial policy. It 
simply reacted to proposals. In the vast majority of cases all it had to do 
was declare ‘no Treasury interest’. What it did do was to provide funding 
for colonial projects, and its scrutiny then was, quite properly, rigorous. 
But it certainly was not the case that the Colonial Offi ce pressed for the 
expenditure of limitless sums of money. Before 1940 its own fundamen-
tal principle was that the ‘colonies should pay for themselves’, usually by 
taxation. When the Colonial Offi ce entered a serious argument with the 
Treasury it was because it felt compelled to do so, and on the whole the 
Treasury respected this and its response was not necessarily unsympa-
thetic. The testimony of a notable deputy under- secretary, Sir Charles 
Jeffries, throws useful light on this. He described Treasury offi cials as 
always courteous and helpful, but naturally ‘some were more inclined 
than others to take a real interest in colonial affairs’, which often raised 
questions ‘for which normal “Treasury practice” did not provide clear 
answers’. Even in the titanic debate over the funding of pensions for 
the new Overseas Civil Service (HMOCS) between 1955 and 1961, the 
Treasury offi cials were, Jeffries found, ‘anxious to be as helpful as pos-
sible within the limits of what they regarded as the correct approach’. 
And in the end, ‘the Colonial Offi ce substantially achieved all that it had 
fought for over the years’ in the scheme established under the Overseas 
Service Aid Act (1961).12

It has often been argued that the Colonial Offi ce lacked respect in 
Whitehall, that it suffered from ‘political weakness’. Such an interpre-
tation would seem hard to sustain in the light of detailed examination 
of the evidence. How did this evaluation come about? In part because 
infl uential prime ministers, such as Attlee or Macmillan, are supposed to 
have had a low opinion of the Colonial Offi ce. We must be careful not to 
rip out of context their occasional acid comments on particular person-
alities or issues. Attlee did not get on at all well with Arthur Creech Jones 
(secretary of state, 1946–50), essentially because he could not stand his 
talkativeness. Macmillan as foreign secretary despaired of the ‘Byzantine 
ways’ of the Colonial Offi ce department which handled Cyprus; but 
his very choice of adjective shows that it was not meant to be a general 
comment on the Colonial Offi ce. Indeed his assessment of it, based on 
his experience as parliamentary under- secretary in 1942, praised it as a 
small, tightly knit department, with intelligent, devoted, conscientious 
offi cers.13 No convincing generalisation that the Colonial Offi ce was not 
highly regarded by ministers can be constructed: rather the reverse, since 
the ministers usually expressed themselves well satisfi ed with the service 
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they received. From the perspective of offi cials, obviously they preferred 
a boss who effectively fought the Colonial Offi ce corner at the Cabinet. 
If Creech Jones could not always do so against Foreign Secretary Ernest 
Bevin, that was not an unusual situation, for not even Attlee himself 
could automatically prevail against such a heavyweight opponent. The 
Colonial Offi ce was certainly powerful enough to impose its views 
and even take advantage of the change of government in 1951 from 
Labour to Conservative. A declaration of continuity of policy initiated 
by Andrew Cohen went ahead despite the disinclination of Churchill to 
endorse it. The civil servants’ project (also masterminded by Cohen) for 
a Central African Federation was pushed forward relentlessly, and their 
notions of how best to treat Seretse Khama (heir to the Bangwato chief-
tainship in Bechuanaland) were imposed on new ministers with vigorous 
determination.14

III

It will now be appropriate to examine the doctrines of the Colonial 
Offi ce, and its principal contributions to policy- making. Its doctrines 
were famously embodied in the term ‘trusteeship’, which in the post- war 
era was elided into ‘partnership’, ‘multi- racialism’, and fi nally ‘non-
 racialism’.15

Edmund Burke declared in 1783 with respect to India, ‘all political 
power which is set over men, being wholly artifi cial, and for so much a 
derogation from the natural equality of mankind at large, ought to be 
some way or other exercised ultimately for their benefi t . . . such rights 
. . . are all in the strictest sense a trust; and it is in the very essence of 
every trust to be rendered accountable.’ This was the fi rst occasion upon 
which governmental ‘trust’ doctrines were applied to dependencies. The 
idea was refi ned by Lord Macaulay and J.S. Mill in ways which envisaged 
self- government as the desirable long- term outcome of the ‘trust’. In the 
government of dependencies, said Mill, unless there was some approach 
to facilitating a transition to a higher stage of improvement, ‘the rulers 
are guilty of a dereliction of the highest moral trust which can devolve 
upon a nation’. Macaulay looked forward to the day when India should 
be independent. These doctrines, especially as reinforced by anti- slavery 
ideologies and evangelical missionary religion, had some real and posi-
tive infl uence on the conduct of government policy of the empire in the 
1830s – the climax of a genuine period of humanitarian doctrines, when 
a concern for ‘aboriginal rights’ was manifestly prominent. Such rights 
were rather more equivocally set forth in the Treaty of Waitangi (1840) 
with the Maori of New Zealand, and thereafter were harder to assert in 
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the face of proliferating disillusionment in non- European capacities and 
amenability – a disillusionment which reached its climacteric as a result 
of the Indian Mutiny- Rebellion of 1857. Later Victorians might still 
recognise their ‘trust’ in a paternalistic and protective way, but its posi-
tive and progressive elements (as added by Macaulay and Mill) were at 
a discount. They began to revive only after 1905, but if there were then 
some ‘gains’ towards a less negative trusteeship, there were also some 
notable ‘losses’ in terms of promoting self- government in white minority 
hands in South Africa in 1909–10. Only from 1923, after similar gains 
for white settlers in Southern Rhodesia, were the more positive aspects 
of the ‘trust’ gradually consolidated.

Trusteeship in the early years of the century was in constant coun-
terpoint with the parallel policies of increasing deference to the prin-
ciples of white self- government. This was especially the case with the 
terms of the South African transfer of power, but also there was a soft-
 pedalling of imperial protest at the immigration- restriction policies of the 
Dominions. The desire of Indians to emigrate freely within the empire 
posed a diffi cult issue, as white regimes everywhere wished to exclude 
them. Whose loyalty was government to forfeit: Indian or European? 
There was a genuine fear in Whitehall that an attempt to stop restriction 
of immigration would set up a movement of secession from the empire; 
some Australians, indeed, had already muttered threats about breaking 
with the empire if thwarted. When the Colonial Offi ce in 1905 (under 
Alfred Lyttelton) had tried to persuade self- governing colonies to reserve 
for imperial consideration all bills containing provisions based on race 
and colour distinctions, there was uproar. Thereafter an uneasy compro-
mise was worked out. The Dominions found means of discrimination 
based on vague grounds of ‘unsuitability’ rather than express prohibi-
tion of racial categories. The imperial government was obliged to admit 
the right of self- governing colonies to exclude those it did not wish to 
receive, but tried to see that the way they did it did not cause needless 
offence or hardship, or involve Britain in ‘diplomatic’ diffi culties with 
India or Japan; they would continue to make selective representations 
against racial discrimination even if they could not veto offensive legisla-
tion; but they knew they must not preach, as that would cause friction 
and so be counterproductive.

Some defi nite victories for trusteeship were achieved outside the 
strictly colonial fi eld. It was agreed to stop selling opium to China from 
1907. In 1917 Indian indentured labour – which had been such a central 
feature of the imperial enterprise since the 1830s – was terminated. 
But this chapter is concerned with colonial policy and the revival of 
trusteeship from 1905.16 Under the Liberal government, bureaucratic 
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 heavy- handedness came under attack everywhere, from Curzon’s India 
to Milner’s Transvaal. Stern rebukes were issued to Captain Ewart 
Grogan (president of the Colonists’ Association of Kenya), who fl ogged 
some Kikuyu men outside the Nairobi courthouse in 1907 for having 
jolted a rickshaw carrying white women. Colonel Montgomery (conser-
vator of Kenya forests) was also taken severely to task for saying ‘natives 
did irretrievable damage to forests, and whilst the natives themselves 
could always be replaced, with trees it was different, for it cost much 
money to plant a forest’. A closer watch was kept on forced labour and 
fl ogging, although the former was not effectively brought under control 
until 1921. The Colonial Offi ce would not accept a political argument 
for pulling administration out of any part of the newly acquired ter-
ritories in Africa, not even the unproductive hinterland of Somaliland: 
‘we have undertaken the responsibility before the world of gradually 
introducing order and settled government . . . and to withdraw our 
civilizing agents . . . is a renunciation of our mission which is not admis-
sible’ (W.D. Ellis). Nor would they co- operate with the Foreign Offi ce 
in a diplomatic deal with France involving the handing over of the 
Gambia, asserting the need to have the consent of the inhabitants. In 
Nigeria they put (Lord) Lugard on a much tighter rein. In Southern 
Rhodesia they vetoed restrictions on Asian immigration. They refused 
permission for large- scale European plantations even to respected fi rms 
such as W.H. Lever, the soap manufacturer, in West Africa. This fore-
shadowed the rebuff to Bovril, denied ranching access to Bechuanaland 
in 1919. African colonies, offi cials believed, were administered ‘fi rst of 
all and chiefl y in the interests of the inhabitants of the Territories; and 
secondly in accordance with the views of people in this country (and 
not a small and interested section of them [the merchants] represented 
in Parliament)’ (R.L. Antrobus, assistant under- secretary). The fi rst 
consideration was ‘to do what was best for Africa’, and trusteeship came 
before development. Not that development was entirely neglected. In 
July 1906 a circular despatch was issued to promote the work of develop-
ment through the revamped Scientifi c and Technical Department of the 
Imperial Institute. At this date, however, ‘development’ meant measures 
to combat disease and improve transport rather than a comprehensive 
infrastructural programme.

Interlocking with trusteeship were policies of Indirect Rule and pro-
moting peasant cultivation. Central to all of this was the report of the 
Northern Nigeria Lands Committee (1908) and the resulting Land 
and Native Rights Proclamation of 1910, an important measure which 
secured non- alienation of African land, leasehold in preference to free-
hold, and African priority in undisturbed use. Africans were encouraged 
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to initiate commercial development wherever there were no settlers, espe-
cially in cotton growing in Southern Nigeria, Uganda, and in the Sudan, 
where there was a massive scheme at Gezira. Cocoa was also successfully 
developed by peasant production in the Gold Coast (Ghana). Broadly 
speaking, the African policy of the Colonial Offi ce before the First World 
War was anti- settler and pro- African, in favour of ‘rule through chiefs’ 
and the development of traditional organisation; it was wary of chartered 
companies, excessive expenditure, and indentured labour, and opposed 
to ‘punitive expeditions’, monopolies, and concession- hunting. As a 
former governor, Lord Lugard famously summed up this version of trus-
teeship as a ‘Dual Mandate’, with Britain as trustee to civilisation for the 
development of resources, and to the natives for their welfare.17

The story of trusteeship between the wars was essentially played 
out through eight separate pronouncements about the future of East 
and Central Africa, especially Kenya and the Rhodesias (Zambia and 
Zimbabwe), which had the most vociferous settler communities. Analysis 
of these documents cannot be avoided. As Lord Vansittart of the Foreign 
Offi ce has written, this was a generation which ‘paddled in a purée of 
words and hoped to catch a formula’. These pronouncements refl ected 
the tussle for control between confl icting interests: the offi cials as trustees, 
Parliament as watchdog, the settlers, and the Government of India.18

Churchill’s statement, 1922: Churchill was secretary of state, 1921–2. 
He declared that there was no intention of preventing Kenya becoming 
‘a characteristically and distinctively British Colony, looking forward 
in the full fruition of time to responsible self- government’. This was 
not actually quite so much of a charter for settler self- government as it 
appeared, and it was balanced by a call for a common electoral roll to be 
established. The Indian community would be the principal benefi ciary, 
and the settlers were furious.

The Devonshire Declaration, 1923: the Duke of Devonshire was secre-
tary of state, 1922–4. This declaration reversed Churchill’s approach by 
giving less to Indians and more to Africans: ‘His Majesty’s Government 
regard themselves as exercising a trust on behalf of the African popula-
tion, and they are unable to delegate or share this trust, the object of 
which may be defi ned as the protection and advancement of the native 
races.’ There followed words about ‘the mission of Great Britain’ 
to work continuously for ‘the training and education of the Africans 
towards a higher intellectual, moral and economic level’ than that which 
they had reached. And fi nally there was one of the most famous and 
powerfully worded declarations of imperial policy ever made: ‘Primarily 
Kenya is an African territory, and His Majesty’s Government think it 
necessary defi nitely to record their considered opinion that the interests 
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of the African natives must be paramount, and that if, and when, those 
interests and the interests of the immigrant races should confl ict, the 
former should prevail.’

Amery’s White Paper, 1927: L.S. Amery was secretary of state, 1924–9. 
Amery had a more political programme than was common among colo-
nial secretaries. He proposed to do what the Devonshire Declaration had 
expressly forbidden: to share the trust with the settlers. This was known 
as the ‘dual policy’, and it seemed to give as much weight to European 
settler interests as to trusteeship for Africans. He was also keen to 
promote closer association between the East African dependencies and 
also the Central African territories.

The Hilton Young Report, 1929: Sir Edward Hilton Young was a former 
Liberal junior minister and Chief Whip, now moving to the Conservative 
side. His committee was hijacked by Sir George Schuster (Colonial 
Offi ce fi nancial adviser) and J.H. Oldham (secretary to the International 
Missionary Council), and the majority report (which Hilton Young 
himself did not sign) rejected the idea of self- government for Kenya 
on the Southern Rhodesia model. It rejected also a closer union under 
white domination for the territories of both East and Central Africa, and 
instead looked to an imperially directed co- ordination of trusteeship 
policy. This meant: ‘the creation . . . of a fi eld for the full development of 
native life as a fi rst charge on any territory; the government . . . has the 
duty to devote all available resources to assisting the natives to develop 
it’. The report was also signifi cant for introducing a new concept, of 
which much was to be heard in future: ‘what the immigrant communities 
may justly claim is partnership, not control’.

The Passfi eld ‘Memorandum on Native Policy in East Africa’, 1930: 
Lord Passfi eld, formerly Sidney Webb, was Labour’s secretary of state, 
1929–31. His paper tried to reconcile previous statements by promoting 
the fi ction that the ‘dual policy’ of looking to settler interests was ‘in no 
way inconsistent with trusteeship’, but the emphasis was primarily on the 
paramountcy of African interests.

The Passfi eld Statement on Closer Union, 1930: to the disgust of the 
Kenya settlers, this revived the Churchillian proposal of a common 
roll franchise for all races, based on educational attainments. The two 
Passfi eld White Papers together were denounced by the settlers as ‘black 
papers’.

The Parliamentary Joint Select Committee Report, 1931: this asserted 
that the East- Central African question had become ‘a test case of impe-
rial statesmanship in harmonizing the separate interests . . . of differ-
ent races’. It glossed ‘paramountcy’ as meaning that African majority 
interests ‘should not be subordinated to those of a minority belonging to 
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another race, however important in itself’. The report was not in favour 
of East African Closer Union, and it affi rmed a continuation of the ‘dual 
policy’, ‘the complementary development of the native and non- native 
communities’. This was how the Kenya issue was more or less left for 
the 1930s.

The Bledisloe Commission Report, 1939: Viscount Bledisloe was formerly 
parliamentary secretary to the Ministry of Agriculture, and governor-
 general of New Zealand, 1930–5. He was asked in 1935 to investigate 
whether some form of closer association or co- operation between 
Northern and Southern Rhodesia was desirable or feasible, ‘having due 
regard to the interests of the inhabitants irrespective of race, and the 
special responsibilities of the government for African interests’. He took 
such a long time to report that he acquired the nickname ‘Bloody- slow’. 
The eventual conclusion was that the only argument against amalga-
mation was the difference in native policies of the two Rhodesias, with 
Northern Rhodesia following Colonial Offi ce doctrine: ‘It is the fear that 
the balance is not fairly held between the two races in Southern Rhodesia 
that alone prevents a recommendation being made for immediate amal-
gamation.’ That single obstacle was of course received as decisive in 
Whitehall. Bledisloe recommended economic co- operation and a politi-
cal standstill.

The upshot of the battle of words was clearly resolved in favour of 
trusteeship and against the settler aspirations in Kenya. It was, however, 
a hollow victory, because it proved impossible to get the resolutions 
implemented. With the exception of the statements of Amery, and of 
Churchill to a lesser extent, these pronouncements represent a consist-
ent Colonial Offi ce view. The Devonshire Declaration of 1923 clearly 
stands out as historically central and signifi cant, however diffi cult to 
turn into effective practical results in the short term. It was a courageous 
statement which, whatever the equivocations, represented the moment 
from which Kenya would develop into a black state. The retreat from a 
settler state, however discontinuous, had publicly begun. It was not an 
entirely new departure, but picked up a thread inherent in British policy 
for Kenya since the Foreign Offi ce in 1904 had instructed its offi cers: 
‘the primary duty of Great Britain in East Africa is the welfare of the 
native races’.

Why, then, was it so hard to make trusteeship stick in Kenya? The 
settlers were strong- willed and often intimidating, and they successfully 
‘captured’ governors selected to control them. Governors with impec-
cable records in defending native rights elsewhere (Girouard in Nigeria, 
Mitchell in Fiji) soon succumbed to this bluff and intimidation. Only Sir 
Joseph Byrne (1931–7) is generally reckoned to have achieved anything 
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like resistance to their seductive pressure. Under provocation, intimida-
tion could mean actual threats of rebellion, as in 1922–3 against putting 
Indians on a common roll franchise. The Devonshire Memorandum itself 
held that it was out of the question to use force against the settlers, many 
of whom were ex- soldiers. It would be costly and unedifying; anything 
like a blockade to cut trade facilities would be damaging to the entire 
Indian community, and to Uganda; blacks could not be used to suppress 
whites. These considerations made Passfi eld’s papers more equivocal 
than they would otherwise have been. In 1942 Sir Arthur Dawe of the 
Colonial Offi ce wrote: ‘The lesson of 1923 is always there . . . it seems 
unthinkable that any British government would bring military force 
to bear upon a community of our own blood who have supported the 
British cause splendidly in this and the last war.’ Compromises tended 
to favour the settler interest, and all the while there was a fear of driving 
them into the arms of South Africa.19

Yet in a fundamental sense Whitehall was never wholeheartedly 
behind the Kenya settlement, even if it acknowledged some obliga-
tions. As early as 1908 a junior Colonial Offi ce offi cial had adumbrated 
a scheme of wholesale repatriation: ‘It would probably pay the British 
taxpayer to repatriate all the whites and forbid their entry except on 
payment of a heavy poll- tax’ (W.D. Ellis).20 In 1923 Viscount Peel told 
a settler delegation directly, ‘I think the best solution of this trouble is 
to buy you all out.’ In 1928 he said privately that he had never negoti-
ated ‘with a more stiff- necked or unreasonable set of people’. Harold 
Macmillan, as parliamentary under- secretary of state in 1942, concluded 
that Kenya was ‘not a white man’s country’, and there would be a clash 
in which the government would be torn between the rights of the set-
tlers and their obligations to the natives. The solution, he believed, was 
to buy out the whites and give land back to the Africans; there might be 
land nationalisation into state and collective farms run by such farmer-
 settlers who were serious and effi cient. This would be expensive, ‘but it 
will be less expensive than a civil war’.21 After 1945, however, when the 
Labour Party suggested something similar, Cohen was adamant that it 
was now too late for such drastic measures, and persuaded Creech Jones 
that the Kenya problem could not be solved by dramatic gestures of this 
kind. Instead, an appeal was made to the settlers to see the wisdom and 
decency of a policy of multi- racialism. In the wake of Mau Mau, this bore 
fruit in the shape of Michael Blundell and his New Kenya Party. The 
Lyttelton Constitution of 1954 fi nally ruled out for all time the prospect 
of self- government for the Kenya Europeans alone. The offi cials’ report, 
‘Future constitutional development of the colonies’ (1957), described 
Kenya as an ‘unstable multi- racial society . . . the task of statesmanship 
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in the next decade is to manipulate European fears, Asian timidity and 
African impatience to a delicate but changing balance which allows no 
member of the team to run off the fi eld’. The whole of East Africa was 
seen in the Colonial Offi ce at this date as ‘the testing ground for the pos-
sibility of multi- racial or non- racial development’.22

The success of the Colonial Offi ce in blocking the amalgamation of the 
Rhodesias meant that after the war the settlers switched their objective 
to a federation of the Rhodesias and Nyasaland. This was, perhaps, only 
a partial victory for trusteeship in Central Africa. Whatever their reser-
vations, offi cials in the Colonial Offi ce and Commonwealth Relations 
Offi ce thought there were good arguments for a link- up which would act 
as a counterpoise to South African expansion and retain some formal 
elements of imperial control over African affairs.23

IV

Although the issues of trusteeship for East and Central Africa between 
the wars were fought out in the public arena, there was another equally 
important battle raging mainly behind the scenes. This concerned 
the High Commission Territories of Basutoland, Bechuanaland, and 
Swaziland. From 1925 these became the responsibility of the Dominions 
Offi ce and second only to Ireland as its principal problem. The continual 
frustration by the Colonial Offi ce and the Dominions Offi ce of aspira-
tions passionately espoused by all South African governments for fi fty 
years was a notable tribute to imperial trusteeship. In the early years at 
least it was trusteeship maintained in default of any public knowledge 
of, or interest in, the question, which only emerged after 1933.24

The problem was as follows. The schedule to the South Africa Act 
(1909) provided for a possible transfer of the administration of the three 
Territories to the Union. Section 151 was purely permissive; trans-
fer was essentially conditional, and no date was specifi ed. Moreover, 
important pledges were given during the passage of the Act through the 
British Parliament that Africans would be consulted and their opinion 
‘most carefully considered’. It was never clearly explained what this 
meant: ‘consultation means consultation’. Equivocation was part of the 
tactics; another was playing for time. Since South African native policies 
became progressively tougher, beginning with the Land Act of 1913, 
there was never any serious hope that the Colonial Offi ce or Dominions 
Offi ce would be willing to hand over its trusteeship to South Africa. 
Accordingly, the Colonial Offi ce took issue with Viscount Gladstone, 
the fi rst governor- general, over his apparent unawareness that ‘it is the 
natives who really count’. Gladstone seemed to contemplate transfer 



 230 Bureaucracy and policy- making

as something to be prepared for rather than staved off. Overtures were 
received from the South African government, broadly divided into fi ve 
main sets: 1911–13 (Botha), 1919–23 (Smuts), 1924–7 (Hertzog), 
1932–9 (Hertzog again), and 1939 (Smuts). But even after 1948, all 
prime ministers (Malan, Strijdom, Verwoerd) until 1961 (when South 
Africa left the Commonwealth) still hoped to secure substantive nego-
tiations. Despite some differences between British politicians, offi cials 
to a man consistently opposed any change in the status quo. The most 
anyone was ever prepared to contemplate was an experimental transfer 
of Swaziland before 1925. What they achieved was a containment of 
South Africa within its boundaries of 1909. Whether this could be made 
permanent was in doubt as late as the mid- 1970s. In dealing with the evil 
of apartheid, containment of its boundaries was the most effective con-
tribution Britain could have made, and by the end of the 1960s British 
policy had allowed the emergence of three successful independent states 
(Lesotho, Botswana, and Swaziland). This was trusteeship exercised at 
the expense of imperial political advantage. Britain risked the hostility of 
white South Africans whose loyalty hung in the balance. No comparable 
advantage could be expected from the goodwill of small African commu-
nities enmeshed in the southern African geopolitical structure. Britain’s 
resistance to Union demands was played from a position of steadily 
decreasing strength. Britain could so easily have bought the favour and 
co- operation of the South African government, which economic and 
strategic interests required, by relinquishing the High Commission 
Territories, since these were a drain rather than an asset, in no sense 
valuable as showpieces of empire – it was feared any development of 
their resources would only make them more attractive to the Union. 
They were, therefore, largely left alone as backwaters.

It was precisely in this contradiction – that development seemed 
incompatible with active trusteeship – that the weakness of the doctrine 
was revealed, and it is this which explains its transmutation into multi-
 racial ‘partnership’. Protection from exploitation was no longer enough. 
As Secretary of State Oliver Stanley declared in 1943: ‘Some of us feel 
now that the word “trustee” is rather too static in its connotation, and 
that we should prefer to combine with the status of trustee the position 
also of partner.’ A little earlier, the under- secretary, Macmillan, had 
declared that the ‘governing principle of the Colonial Empire’ should 
be ‘the principle of partnership between the various elements compos-
ing it’. This exceedingly general proposition soon became refi ned in 
East and Central Africa in an idiomatic sense, where it meant partner-
ship between the different sections of the community. Great faith was 
pinned upon ‘a genuine partnership between Europeans and Africans’ 



 Bureaucracy and trusteeship in the colonial empire  231

in producing prosperity and concord. The planners here did not favour 
in East Africa either an African or a European nationalism as the basis 
for the future, believing that one group or the other would always feel 
threatened by it. Partnership was thus a device to promote stability. 
There was a defi nite fear that the progressive withdrawal of European 
infl uence might cause the whole central area of the continent to fall into 
great disorder, which would not be in anybody’s interest. It was in regard 
to the Central African Federation established in 1953 that ‘partnership’ 
was most ardently invoked: but the invocation was one more likely to be 
made by politicians than by offi cials. The civil servants had propounded 
the theory that the expansionist pressure of a militant National Party in 
South Africa and its apartheid doctrines had to be counterbalanced by 
keeping an active loyal ‘British’ state on its border, in which the relation-
ship between Europeans and Africans would be progressively improved, 
and the ‘share of the Africans in the political and economic life of the 
territories . . . progressively increased under the policy of partnership’. 
It was not to be, and the special association of ‘partnership’ with the 
Federation discredited it.25

Meanwhile, outside the East- Central African area, trusteeship still 
held sway. It was particularly in evidence in the arguments advanced by 
the civil servants in 1957 to discourage Macmillan from offl oading colo-
nial responsibilities. In presenting their case, they relied on arguments 
about the need to maintain ‘global prestige’, but where these manifestly 
could not apply they fell back on the ‘abdication of moral responsibility’. 
It would be deplorable, discreditable, and dangerous, they said, to allow 
colonies to degenerate into chaos, as would happen in the Seychelles, 
the Solomons, and the Gilbert and Ellice Islands. In other cases, such 
as Mauritius and Fiji, there were delicate racial problems which Britain 
must accept the responsibility of having created in the fi rst place by the 
introduction of Indian labourers.26

By the end of 1959 the doctrinal emphasis had shifted again to ‘non-
 racialism’. In the offi cials’ paper ‘Africa in the next ten years’, it was 
asserted: ‘East Africa must be non- racial, where minorities can contrib-
ute.’27 The future of the High Commission Territories was also from 
about this date considered to be ‘non- racial’. When the ‘Future policy 
study’ paper was being prepared, C.Y. Carstairs of the Colonial Offi ce 
thought it was a good opportunity to reaffi rm trusteeship doctrines. 
Something needed to be included in any statement of the aims of govern-
ment policy which recognised that: ‘In terms of practical politics a large 
section of opinion in this country will never be easy if it feels that our 
liberty or property depend directly or indirectly on the servitude or prop-
erty of others; and a policy which gives rise to such feelings will for that 
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reason not in the long run be capable of steady and effective pursuit.’ 
This was not, Carstairs argued, mere sentimentality, and to ignore it was 
‘inverted sentimentality’: public opinion had a right to feel government 
was doing what it reasonably could to put an end to possible abuses.28

V

From the 1950s the context within which trusteeship could still be 
invoked was entirely different, and the emphasis was much more on 
its positive aspects. A new and forward policy emerged from about 
1940. Lord Hailey urged the application to the empire of the expanded 
role of the state which had developed in Britain itself during the 1930s 
Depression. With the full backing of the Colonial Offi ce, Secretary of 
State Malcolm MacDonald was determined to align trusteeship to a 
more active development policy in a new Colonial Development and 
Welfare Act. Gerard Clauson of the Colonial Offi ce described the two 
motives behind this as ‘to avert possible trouble in certain colonies where 
disturbances are feared if something is not done to improve the lot of 
the people’, and ‘to impress the world with our consciousness of our 
duties as a great Colonial Power’. MacDonald was anxious to make the 
colonial position in wartime unassailable. It was ‘essential to get away 
from the old principle that Colonies can only have what they themselves 
can afford to pay for’. Without such action ‘we shall deserve to lose 
the Colonies and it will be only a matter of time before we get what we 
deserve’. The introduction of ‘welfare’ as well as ‘development’ would 
provide the genuineness of more altruistic purpose. It was not easy to 
persuade the Treasury about this new dimension. The Colonial Offi ce 
had to fi ght to keep the word ‘welfare’ in the title of the Act. But by 1944 
even Treasury offi cials were persuaded that ‘as regards the money we 
are conscious that we must justify ourselves before the world as a great 
Colonial power’.29

There is no doubt that, as Wm. Roger Louis writes: ‘The Second 
World War witnessed a moral regeneration of British purpose in the 
colonial world.’ With the impetus of MacDonald’s achievement behind 
them, together with better information in the shape of Lord Hailey’s 
An African survey (1938) and the stimulus of Lord Moyne’s damning 
report on the West Indies (1939), the Colonial Offi ce offi cials entered 
enthusiastically into the task of redefi ning colonial policy.30 This in itself 
marked a dramatic shift. Formerly the initiative was allowed to rest 
with innovative governors such as Lugard of Nigeria and Cameron of 
Tanganyika. Now, as Cohen put it, ‘we cannot afford to leave this vital 
matter to the chance of new Lugards and Camerons coming forward 
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in the future’. The Colonial Offi ce must itself defi ne a centrally deter-
mined and generally applicable clear policy. This became ‘political 
advancement’, the key to which was to look upon African administra-
tions as local authorities, ‘in broadly the same relationship to central 
government as local authorities in this country’; to provide ‘a balanced 
system of political representation for the traditional and non- traditional 
elements of African opinion’, a pyramidal chain of representation 
leading up to the legislative councils and national self- government. The 
Colonial Offi ce recognised that more social services and educational 
facilities would have to be provided. They acknowledged that they 
had to respond to ‘a rapidly increasing political consciousness among 
Africans’ (Cohen), as well as international opinion reinforcing ‘pres-
sures towards the immediate implementation of trusteeship obligations’ 
(R.E. Robinson).31 Offi cials after 1945 saw themselves as engaged on 
not only what they called ‘a new policy for Africa’, but also ‘a gigan-
tic experiment’, ‘a worldwide experiment in nation building’ (H.T. 
Bourdillon). The central aim of policy as they redefi ned it was to lead all 
but the smaller isolated colonies into self- government as soon as possible 
(though that was not expected to be soon), and to consolidate links with 
Britain on a permanent basis, so that ex- colonies would remain in the 
Commonwealth. ‘In this conception of the evolving Commonwealth,’ 
wrote Bourdillon, ‘I see the boldest stroke of political idealism which 
the world has yet witnessed, and on by far the grandest scale’; this great 
experiment was something ‘surpassing in importance any of the much 
publicized political experiments indulged in by the Soviet Union or 
anybody else’.32 Poynton declared at the United Nations: ‘the present 
time is one of unprecedented vigour and imagination’ in British colo-
nial policy, ‘one cheerful thing in a depressing world’. A carefully con-
sidered formulation of policy by the Colonial Offi ce (probably drafted 
by Cohen) in 1948 was certainly high- minded: ‘The fundamental 
objectives in Africa are to foster the emergence of large- scale societies, 
integrated for self- government by effective and democratic political and 
economic institutions both national and local, inspired by a common 
faith in progress and Western values and equipped with effi cient tech-
niques of production and betterment.’33

From 1945 onwards the Colonial Offi ce was fully aware that a major 
task would be to come to terms with African nationalism. They had not 
previously thought much about this problem, as British attitudes to colo-
nial nationalism had originally been responses to it in Ireland, India, and 
Egypt. Lessons of Asian and Arab nationalism had been learned fast after 
1945, and by the 1950s there was a considerable body of accumulated 
experience to draw upon. It was clear that Britain’s limited economic 
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resources made it impossible to resist nationalists everywhere, that strate-
gic bases could not effectively be held without local goodwill, and that it 
was diffi cult to withhold equal concessions from similar states (especially 
if neighbours). Experience also suggested the importance not only of rec-
ognising what was feasible, but of retaining the initiative. One had to keep 
one jump ahead of nationalists, make timely and graceful concessions 
from a position of control, show willingness to modify ideal timetables in 
response to circumstances, be prepared to go faster rather than slower, 
avoid giving too little and too late; recognise the fundamental need to 
decide who the ‘moderates’ were, then back them, and outmanœuvre the 
‘extremists’; and generally fi nd ways of turning nationalism to construc-
tive account. In response to what the Colonial Offi ce thought an unim-
pressive Foreign Offi ce paper on ‘The problem of nationalism’ (1952), 
Trafford Smith summed up their view: ‘the important ways in which 
we should deal with nationalism, both inside and outside the Colonial 
sphere, are those which depend on publicity and propaganda, especially 
in the United States and the United Nations, and not by thinking in 
Edwardian terms of the use of military and economic power which we no 
longer possess’.34

As the end of empire approached, Sir Charles Jeffries described the 
‘Colonial Offi ce mind’ as united on the proposition that: ‘the colonial 
episode would only have made sense if it resulted in the new coun-
tries and the old country continuing as friends and partners when the 
ruler–subject relationship should come to an end. They should at least 
be started off with a democratic system, an effi cient judiciary and civil 
service and impartial police.’35 The Colonial Offi ce was anxious not to 
be rushed. A 1959 statement prepared for the secretary of state con-
tained the following assertion on East and Central Africa: ‘We are not 
prepared to betray our trust by leaving off our work before it is properly 
fi nished.’36 This involved trying to ensure there were in place a good 
honest political system, rights for all, reasonable standards of living, and 
trained civil servants. William Gorell Barnes defi ned the task in East 
Africa at the end of 1960: ‘to regulate the pace of political development 
so that it was fast enough to satisfy the African desire for self- government 
but not so fast as to jeopardize economic progress or the security situa-
tion’.37 As late as 1960 in West Africa residual trusteeship notions made 
Colonial Offi ce offi cials reluctant to contemplate the independence of a 
tiny state like the Gambia, even in some form of association with another 
country, Senegal being the most likely candidate (an association which 
would take it out of the Commonwealth). The Gambia was costing 
Britain too much in grants- in- aid, Christopher Eastwood wrote; ‘But 
of course mercenary considerations are by no means all. It would be no 
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light matter for the UK to divest itself of a country which had been asso-
ciated with it for very many years, and like marriage it is not an enterprise 
to be lightly or inadvisedly embarked on.’38 Gambia achieved independ-
ence on its own in 1964.

In the end, of course, the imperatives of decolonisation, the growing 
force of the ‘wind of change’, simply overwhelmed the maintenance of 
trusteeship. The Colonial Offi ce would have preferred rather more time 
to prepare states for independence.
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8 Africa and the Labour government, 1945–1951

[This chapter – summarising some intensive research – occupies 
a central position among my papers, both by intention and in its 
effect. Written in homage to my principal mentor in imperial history, 
‘Robbie’ Robinson, it played an unexpected but crucial role leading to 
my appointment with the British Documents on the End of Empire 
Project, commissioned to edit the large four- part volume on The Labour 
government and the end of empire, 1945–1951 (1992). Ironically though, 
despite being carefully designed to refl ect Robinson’s main interests 
and commitments, replete with several of his best- known concepts 
and aphorisms, and even a private joke (‘bananas to Battersea’), the 
essay failed to appeal to him as much as another of mine written at 
about the same time, ‘The geopolitical origins of the Central African 
Federation’ (for which see The lion and the springbok). It is reproduced 
here with only minor amendments from the original version in The 
Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, vol. 16 (1988), special 
issue, Theory and practice in the history of European expansion overseas: 
essays in honour of R.E. Robinson. The references have been updated, for 
example to subsequent publication of BDEEP documents.]

No one has done more than Ronald Robinson to penetrate the inward-
ness of Britain’s post- war African policy. He not only pointed to the 
central role in it of a Colonial Offi ce offi cial, Sir Andrew Cohen, head of 
the African department, but also tried historically to relate policy- making 
to a ‘general theory of imperialism’. ‘Had British planners decided that 
nationalism was the continuation of imperialism by other and more effi -
cient means?’ he asked, and famously answered, ‘Perhaps.’1 After a life-
time’s thinking about Africa and applying his CO experience (1947–9) 
to its history, Robinson believed profoundly that Africa matters. And 
so did British ministers and civil servants after the Second World War, 
when a fruitful period of policy- making was embarked upon.

I

Two essential themes dominated the work of the Labour government 
between 1945 and 1951: economic recovery and Russian expansion. 
Both problems pointed to an increased interest in the empire in general 
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and in Africa in particular. ‘My mind turns more and more’, wrote 
Chancellor of the Exchequer Hugh Dalton in 1947, ‘towards a con-
solidation in Africa.’2 In October 1949 the minister of defence, A.V. 
Alexander (‘King Albert Victorious’), defi ned the government’s three 
main policy objectives as: (1) securing ‘our people against aggression’, 
(2) sustaining a foreign policy dominated by ‘resistance to the onrush 
of Communist infl uence’, everywhere from Greece to Hong Kong, and 
(3) achieving ‘the most rapid development practicable of our overseas 
possessions, since without such Colonial development there can be 
no major improvement in the standard of living of our own people at 
home’.3 (An astonishing admission! – where now is Lord Lugard? where 
Lord Hailey?) As far as Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin was concerned, 
from the moment that neo- Palmerstonian took offi ce he saw ‘the utmost 
importance’ from political, economic, and defence points of view of 
developing Africa and making its resources ‘available to all’. Stepping 
up the fl ow of strategic raw materials out of Africa would help to free 
Britain from fi nancial dependence on America. Bevin’s pet projects 
were to sell manganese ore from Sierra Leone to the United States, and 
coal from Wankie to Argentina in return for beef. Always dreaming cos-
moplastic dreams, he also talked about a new triangular oceanic trade 
between eastern Africa, India, and Australia. But more than this, Bevin 
feared the Russians would sooner or later ‘make a major drive against 
our position in Africa’.4 In Attlee’s world- picture too, Africa presented 
the same duality of concern: economically it was immoral not to develop 
its ‘great estates’, while politically the cold war pointed to the necessity 
of an increasing reliance on African manpower, as well as coming to 
terms with African nationalism. On the one hand, he wanted to increase 
European settlement in under- populated areas of East- Central Africa, 
but on the other, recognised that in Gold Coast and Nigeria ‘an attempt 
to maintain the old colonialism would, I am sure, have immensely aided 
Communism’.5

Several Labour ministers believed they were called ‘to bring the 
modern state to Africa’. John Strachey – of all people – as minister 
of food foisted the mechanised groundnuts project on Tanganyika to 
improve the British margarine ration, arguing that only by such enter-
prises could African possessions be rapidly developed, and ‘become an 
asset and not a liability as they largely now are’. Even Sir Stafford Cripps 
wanted to ‘force the pace’ of African economic development in order to 
close the dollar gap.6 At the same time, if Britain was to remain a world 
power, they realised they had to control rising nationalist tension in 
Africa because, as James Griffi ths (the able latter- day secretary of state 
for the colonies) put it in 1950, ‘we had to face an ideological battle in 
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the world, especially in the Colonies’, and the next ten years would be 
crucial.7 ‘A glance at Asia’, Herbert Morrison declared, was enough to 
show the kind of troubles which ‘could break loose’ in Africa if they did 
not adjust their policies to promote political and economic change as a 
matter of ‘two- way teamwork’ between the metropolis and Africans.8 
Beyond that, and for Attlee especially, it was a challenge to statesman-
ship to meet the susceptibilities of Afro- Asian peoples while maintaining 
and expanding the Commonwealth. The prime minister believed Britain 
was its ‘material and spiritual head’, and that it could be a multi- racial 
international bridge, as well as an effective global barrier against commu-
nist aggression. One of Attlee’s principal long- term preoccupations was 
to prevent newly independent states seceding from the Commonwealth, 
since this would be exploited by Russia as a failure and would automati-
cally diminish British infl uence throughout the world.9

II

The four great axes of Labour’s engagement with Africa were political, 
strategic, economic, and racial. Not in any one of these spheres was a 
simple, straightforward policy possible.

By 1946 the Colonial Offi ce planners were acutely aware of the need 
for a clear policy based on the political advancement of Africans. There 
were perhaps fi ve main reasons for this. First, African political con-
sciousness had been stimulated by the war, and the white man’s pres-
tige destroyed as an instrument of government, particularly in the eyes 
(it was thought) of returning black ex- servicemen. Secondly, to carry 
out the new social welfare and economic development programmes, 
a new political instrument was required, namely African participation 
(‘a metropolitan “new deal” in local collaboration’). Thirdly, Colonial 
Service attitudes had to be reconstructed: morale was bad, the nostrums 
of Lugard and Cameron were moribund, and offi cers felt frustrated by 
newly emerging African criticisms of them. The men on the spot needed 
a renewed sense of ‘mission’, a revitalisation and extension of Malcolm 
MacDonald’s constructive vision on the eve of the war. Fourthly, it 
seemed Britain had to retain a positive initiative in the formulation of 
African policy, otherwise control would pass to ‘settler’ regimes (South 
African, Rhodesian, and Portuguese), to whom it was a matter of life 
and death. This would imperil British trusteeship policies; indeed, after 
the adoption of apartheid in South Africa from 1948, an actual policy 
confl ict existed. Finally, and perhaps most important of all, international 
pressures from the United Nations, American and ‘world opinion’ were 
(as the secretary of state for the colonies, Arthur Creech Jones, said) 
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directing ‘the play of a fi erce searchlight’ over Africa.10 These outside 
infl uences were expected to stimulate the demand for self- government. 
‘Prejudiced, ignorant and hostile’ criticism and interference from ‘the 
anti- colonial bloc’ (communist and Latin American countries, together 
with India, and, most vocal adversary of all, the Philippines) would be 
grounded not in trying to reform imperial systems but in abolishing 
them entirely and instantly as anachronistic. Offi cials regarded this as a 
recipe for widespread post- imperial disintegration, as it took no account 
of fi tness for self- government: ‘We are just as concerned to see our colo-
nial peoples achieve self- government, but in conditions in which they 
really can stand on their own, without the risk of subsequently falling 
under foreign political or economic domination, or under the control 
of an undemocratic minority seeking power for its own selfi sh ends.’ 
Britain aimed at establishing stable, effective and representative political 
systems. This was a delicate operation in which it must not be dictated 
to by ‘58 back- seat drivers without responsibility’.11

These reasons, internal and international, ‘demanded a new approach 
to policy in Africa’ (Ivor Thomas, parliamentary under- secretary at the 
Colonial Offi ce). A unifi ed, logical, coherent, and convincing policy 
was essential.12 The process of defi ning it centred on Andrew Cohen 
(‘alter ego of Creech Jones’), head of the African department – he of 
the purple shirt and spikey handwriting, once a Cambridge Apostle, 
now ‘Emperor of Africa’. Cohen insisted that what was wanted was not 
another set of platitudinous generalisations but an actual programme of 
practical policies. ‘There will be no question of imposing a stereotyped 
blueprint. All we can do is to indicate the broad objective.’ The fi rst 
fruit of Cohen’s initiative (welcomed by Creech Jones) was a notable 
state paper, the famous ‘local government despatch’ of February 1947. 
It enjoined the promotion of effi cient local government as a priority, and 
represented the victory of conciliar principles over the Indirect Rule tra-
dition. This was the work of Cohen, G.B. Cartland, and R.E. Robinson: 
Cohen called it ‘a joint effort’ by the three of them.13 Robinson – he of 
the DFC and gravel- voice – was Cohen’s special acolyte in the temple 
of African divination. His most signifi cant job was to make the more 
conservative governors swallow the new directive, using his historical 
skills to demonstrate its logical development from previous policy. This 
most intellectual of Blues ever to think about the Blacks saw the aim of 
democratising local government as providing ‘some measure of political 
education’. He stressed the ‘transition from local government through 
personalities to local government based on institutions’. It was no longer 
possible, Robinson argued, to preserve African societies against change, 
and British rulers must attempt to see the future. The economic bases of 
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African societies left to themselves were in danger of collapse. Imperial 
indecision would be fatal: ‘No policy of letting sleeping dogs lie is likely 
to succeed when the dogs are already barking.’ (He learned early on that 
canine metaphors went down well in Great Smith Street.) But young 
Robinson was optimistic. Communism he thought ‘outmoded’ and 
unlikely to have any real future in Africa. Moreover, by constructing a 
political pyramid with a fi rm base in local government, there was a good 
chance that British rulers had ‘dug out an adequate system of political 
irrigation channels before the rains of nationalism have burst into full 
fl ood upon them’.14

A conference of African governors in November 1947 chewed over the 
implications of the new local government strategy, not always amicably, 
together with most other aspects of African policy. A remarkable series 
of papers was prepared in the Colonial Offi ce for this path- breaking 
conference. Creech Jones praised them as excellent. The crucial con-
stitutional proposals about the stages of political evolution he did not 
specifi cally comment on. The strictly limited nature of this programme 
(as envisaged by Cohen and Sir Sydney Caine, deputy under- secretary) 
needs to be stressed, in the light of the wilder misinterpretations which 
have been placed upon it. Even in the most advanced territory, the Gold 
Coast, Cohen wrote, ‘internal self- government is unlikely to be achieved 
in much less than a generation’; elsewhere ‘the process is likely to be con-
siderably slower’. Accordingly, there must be a long- term plan, ‘for 20 
or 30 years or indeed longer’, for ordered development under continuing 
British responsibility. Readiness for internal self- government (that is, the 
stage attained by Southern Rhodesian whites in 1923) was still ‘a long 
way off’; ‘independence’ (that is, control of external affairs, with freedom 
to secede from the Commonwealth) was not even mentioned.15 In his 
paper Caine assumed merely that ‘perhaps within a generation many of 
the principal territories of the Colonial Empire will have attained or be 
within sight of the goal of full responsibility for local affairs’ (my empha-
sis). There would be a ‘redistribution of power’ and friendly association 
would have to replace ‘benevolent domination’, but he did not see this 
as involving the elimination of British power: it should continue to be 
possible to control the pace and ‘infl uence the main line of policy and, 
provided the right new techniques are developed, the extent of that infl u-
ence may remain very considerable’.16

Cohen was well aware of the probability that any constitutional pro-
gramme would need to be radically rewritten from time to time. The 
crux of the problem was the risk that the demand for self- government 
(‘stimulated by outside infl uences’) might outpace the process of build-
ing up local government from below. Nevertheless, ‘the rapid building 
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up of local government through the process of devolution . . . is the most 
important of all the methods by which we must seek to foster political 
evolution in Africa’. Only thus could the ‘evils of a class of professional 
politicians’ be avoided. The secretary of state agreed: the ‘ignorant and 
gullable [sic] majority’ must not be exploited by ‘unrepresentative oligar-
chies’. Creech Jones was particularly interested in getting things started. 
The demand for a share in government responsibility was, he thought, 
certain to be made with increasing emphasis, and the demand must be 
satisfi ed. ‘Time was knocking at the door and the art of government had 
to be learned.’ Britain had thus to permit trial and error to Africans, 
reduce its spoonfeeding, and encourage a virile political self- reliance, 
without waiting for the educational qualifi cations it would like.17

The strategy of promoting political advancement on local government 
foundations was a policy to which Attlee was already totally committed. 
Indeed he noted the ‘regrettable failure’ in several colonies to develop 
municipal institutions as ‘a fi rst school of political and administrative 
training’. Politics could not be learned from a textbook. In his view also 
there was a most serious danger in assuming the Westminster Parliament 
to be the appropriate objective. Democracy could be fundamentally 
threatened by the concentration and centralisation of powers in the 
Westminster model. ‘It would have been wiser in India to have followed 
the model of the United States constitution . . .’ This sort of mistake 
must not be repeated in Africa. (Has modern Britain ever had so presci-
ent a prime minister?)18

So: political advancement of Africans – gradual, smooth, and effi -
ciently controlled – was the central purpose of policy. The goal was 
self- government, but self- government was not something to be hurried 
on. Demands for it seemed always to arise out of unrest, and invari-
ably created awkward and unwelcome problems. Creech Jones urged 
the Cabinet to deal with economic and social discontents fi rst, in order 
to lessen the immediate pressure for constitutional advance, thereby 
laying fi rmer foundations for ‘liberal and effi cient’ self- government. 
Colonies – it was realised – could not be retained against their will, and 
any attempt to suppress national desires would be a disaster, but there 
would be no ‘scuttling’ out of Africa. Azikiwe would not intimidate 
them. Government must keep the initiative. Ceylon might be the model. 
Nor would there be any overall blueprint or prepared schedule. The 
timetable would be left vague. Fitness for political advancement in any 
individual colony would depend entirely and solely on its own ‘social and 
political viability and capability’. Regional variations in Africa would be 
fully recognised. Cohen stated quite categorically: ‘The conception of 
dealing with Africa as a whole in political questions is a wrong one.’ (The 
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Colonial Offi ce accordingly scorned the notion of having a ‘secretary of 
state for Africa’.)19 The ultimate objective of Commonwealth association 
must be preserved. To this end, the early nineteenth- century theories 
of Macaulay and Fowell Buxton were dusted down. A Colonial Offi ce 
paper on ‘our main problems and policies’ (1950) declared:

We are engaged on a world- wide experiment in nation- building. Our aim is 
to create independence – independence within the Commonwealth – not to 
suppress it. No virtue is seen in permanent dependence. A vigorous, adult and 
willing partner is clearly more to be desired than one dependent, adolescent and 
unwilling. But there is no intention to abandon responsibilities prematurely. 
Self- government must be effective and democratic . . .

Above all it must be within a Commonwealth framework, so as to 
ensure ‘an ever- widening circle of democratic nations exerting a power-
ful stabilising infl uence in the world’. (Or, as Robinson later put it, ‘We 
thought we were creating a great practical, cultural Commonwealth.’) 
Premature withdrawal of British responsibility would only create a 
dangerous vacuum, within which nationalism would be usurped and 
‘perverted by extremists’. On the other hand, the imperial rulers must 
accustom themselves to the idea that ‘the transfer of power is not a sign 
of weakness or of liquidation of the Empire, but is, in fact, a sign and 
source of strength’.20 A Foreign Offi ce paper on ‘the problem of nation-
alism’ (1952) concluded that it was possible to draw the constructive 
forces of nationalism to the British side and minimise the threatened 
erosion of British world power. It was a ‘dynamic on the upsurge’ 
which could not be stopped, but could be directed and encouraged into 
‘healthy and legitimate’ channels. Destructive, extremist, xenophobic 
nationalism might be a potent instrument of communist incitement, 
but a ‘new and fruitful’ relationship established with moderate national-
ists through a policy of self- government could be the ‘best prospect of 
resistance to Communism’. ‘Greater maturity of thought in nationalist 
peoples and leaders’ (without which any form of co- operation might 
prove temporary and illusory) might be induced by ‘creating a class with 
a vested interest in co- operation’, and involving it in social welfare and 
economic development projects. (The articulation of a ‘collaborative 
bargains hypothesis’ was thus well advanced by the time Labour left 
offi ce.)21

All this theorising was congenial to Cohen. He believed strongly in a 
continuing fi rm metropolitan grip on the situation, in being one jump 
ahead, in controlling and nurturing nationalist movements. This was, he 
believed, the only possible policy to secure the future stability and viabil-
ity of territories. The sooner government acted, ‘the more infl uence we 
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were likely to have for a longer period’. In the best reformist traditions of 
the Colonial Offi ce, he justifi ed their policies as designed to ‘strengthen 
not weaken the British connection’.22

In West Africa, the Colonial Offi ce identifi ed three ‘political’ catego-
ries: nationalists (the educated and part- educated), moderates (profes-
sional and business groups and the more enlightened chiefs), and rural 
populations (who were ‘not politically- minded’). ‘To be successful, 
policy must satisfy the second class while safeguarding the interests of 
the third, and going far enough to meet the aspirations of the fi rst to 
secure some co- operation at any rate from all but the more extreme 
nationalists.’ Accordingly, African representatives should play a major 
part in working out constitutional reforms. Executive machinery should 
be remodelled to give representatives a full share in the formulation and 
execution of policy. Legislatures should be extended and made ‘fully 
representative of all parts of the country and not merely of the urban and 
more developed areas’.23

When in 1948 the Accra riots broke out in the Gold Coast, Creech 
Jones, canny and alert as ever, doubted the simplistic theory of ‘com-
munist incitement’ initially presented by the local administrators. In any 
case he was worried that this ‘factor in the disturbances may be used so 
as to obscure or belittle . . . sincerely felt causes of dissatisfaction quite 
unconnected with Communism’, or desires ‘to accelerate constitutional 
development’ – at however ill- considered a pace. Creech Jones believed 
the underlying causes were partly political and partly economic.24 For 
him the Gold Coast held the key to future success in Britain’s West 
African policy, and so he set up a commission of inquiry, and appointed 
Sir Charles Arden- Clarke, the very model of a modern colonial gover-
nor, to take over the administration. The new governor was a bit of a 
showman as well as a shrewd politician, with the reassuring appearance 
of a dog- lover advertising a good pipe- tobacco. Arden- Clarke’s plan 
was to build on Moscow’s known abandonment of Nkrumah as a useful 
contact, and to treat him as essentially a moderate, no longer ‘our little 
local Hitler’; they were, he thought, in many ways lucky he had become 
so amenable. Nkrumah’s position must be underwritten. The alternative 
was an inevitable further challenge to British authority, with increas-
ing encouragement from communist forces outside the country and 
later perhaps within it. Considerable African participation in the Gold 
Coast executive was therefore essential. The Cabinet was persuaded 
by the Coussey Report and Creech Jones’s argument that without such 
progress ‘moderate opinion will be alienated and the extremists given 
an opportunity of gaining further and weightier support and of making 
serious trouble’. They took a signifi cant step forward, but of course it fell 
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short of full self- government. Ministers refused to say when they would 
start discussing that.25 Ideally, Cohen told them, in order to preserve 
effi cient government there should be no further constitutional advance 
until 1954 or 1955, and it would not be in anyone’s interest to have only 
a short transitional period to responsible government. But Nkrumah was 
in 1951 asking to take over from the governor the selection of ministers 
and to be given the title of prime minister.

It must, of course, be recognised that we may not be able to adhere to an ideal 
timetable. We may be forced, if we are to keep on good terms with the more 
responsible political leaders such as Mr Nkrumah and his immediate colleagues 
and not to force the Gold Coast Government into the hands of extremists, to 
move more rapidly than ideally we should wish . . . It would be fatal . . . to forfeit 
the goodwill of Mr Nkrumah and his colleagues by holding back excessively.

The imperatives of the collaborative mechanism had begun ineluctably 
to operate. Arden- Clarke diagnosed the salient feature of the situation: 
there was no alternative to Nkrumah’s Convention Peoples Party gov-
ernment, and it could only be replaced by a similar one, or one of even 
more extreme nationalist tendencies. ‘We have only one dog in our 
kennel . . . All we can do is to build it up and feed it vitamins and cod 
liver oil . . .’26

Nigeria was launched almost automatically on a similar course as 
a result of Gold Coast developments. Cohen in 1948 quickly alerted 
Governor Sir John Macpherson to their relevance for neighbouring 
Nigeria. The principles of Nigerian political advancement were approved 
by the Cabinet in May 1950: greatly increased Nigerian participation in 
the executive, both at the centre and in the three regions; increased 
regional autonomy (within the unity of Nigeria, which was not negoti-
able); larger and more representative regional legislatures with increased 
powers. The Cabinet was especially concerned to ensure a smooth 
transfer of administrative responsibility by speeding up Africanisation 
of the civil service on the lines that had worked well in India.27 In 1952 
Macpherson refl ected that Nigeria had obtained a constitution ‘in 
advance of its true capacity’, but ‘we could not put a ring- fence round 
Nigeria, and we had to take the initiative, and not wait to be overtaken 
by events, because of what was happening, and is continuing to happen, 
in the Gold Coast, the Sudan, Libya, etc. etc.’.28

Where had British planners got to in West Africa by 1951? The aim 
was self- government within the Commonwealth. But this, as Cohen saw 
it, meant something different for Nigeria and the Gold Coast, ‘which can 
look forward to full responsibility for their own affairs’, and for Sierra 
Leone and Gambia, which were not yet ready for African ministers, 
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and must expect even in the long run to leave defence and foreign 
affairs to Britain. The Gold Coast was ‘very far on towards internal self-
 government’; Nigeria was only a degree or two behind; but since there 
was little comparable nationalism in Sierra Leone and Gambia the two of 
them should be satisfi ed with a much more limited advance, and remain 
‘quite content’ for ‘a considerable time to come’. In all four, the govern-
ment was trying to provide constitutions based on ‘consent and consulta-
tion’ – under the governor’s ultimate authority. Maintaining confi dence 
in British good faith was the essence of it, since this would slow down 
the pace. Simultaneously local government was being reformed and 
modernised, and Africanisation was proceeding. The theory Cohen 
discerned behind all these changes was that full African participation 
provided ‘the best defence against Communism’, ‘the only chance of 
friendly co- operation’ with Britain, and the ‘best chance’ of persuading 
an African country voluntarily to remain in the Commonwealth. There 
could be no question of being defl ected from political advancement and 
administrative devolution by the protests of France and South Africa.29

As far as East Africa was concerned, the fi nal forms of government were 
‘less evident and less near’ than in West Africa, but essentially the goal 
was the same. They would build up and improve the status and experi-
ence of Africans (through participation in local and central government) 
until disparities with Europeans and Indians were removed politically, 
economically, and socially. They could then play a full part in a ‘system 
in which all communities would participate on an equal basis’ of genuine 
partnership. The problem of course was that the settlers objected to this, 
and indeed disapproved of the speed of African advance in West Africa. 
To force equality of representation upon the settlers would precipitate a 
major political crisis. Not that Creech Jones was unduly alarmed by such 
a prospect: ‘whatever privilege they may have had in the past cannot 
be perpetuated much longer’. Many of the African grievances were, he 
thought, legitimate, but in such a vast area they ought not to demand 
exclusive rights, and ‘a corrective to their irresponsible nationalism 
should be applied from time to time’.30 Viscount Addison (the Cabinet’s 
elder statesman, intermittently concerned with Commonwealth rela-
tions) argued for the importance of reassuring settlers in order to avoid 
‘driving them into undesirable alliance with South Africa’. Griffi ths, on 
the other hand, emphasised the necessity of reassuring Africans that ulti-
mate British responsibility would be retained until they had ‘narrowed 
the gap’. Out of these confl icting pressures came a parliamentary state-
ment in December 1950, balancing irreconcilable interests in the well-
 worn fashion of the declarations of the inter- war years. The goal was 
‘true partnership’ between races, but the immigrant communities had 
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a part to play in the future of Kenya, and were not being asked to agree 
to ‘their eventual eviction’. A certain stasis entered East African political 
advancement as a result. Resolution of the agonising contradictions of 
Kenya was deferred, with Mau Mau as the consequence.31

North Africa was in many ways acting as the pacemaker for African 
political advancement. By concentrating on the Gold Coast for the 
‘beginnings of decolonisation’ historians have in fact been looking in 
the wrong place. Independence for Libya (1951) and Sudan (1956) 
pioneered the way, and arose out of fascinating international constraints. 
In the case of Libya, offi cials felt that the ‘prospect of early independ-
ence is not unreal’; it was an occupied ex- Italian colony and not a British 
possession, and thus provided the easiest way in which they could meet 
the obligations of the Atlantic Charter. It was an ideal chance for once 
to forestall a nationalist protest, ‘recognising the inevitable and cashing 
in on it in good time’, instead of waiting to be forced into granting inde-
pendence ‘by local revolt and/or outside pressure’. Britain had some 
essential strategic requirements, at least in Cyrenaica, especially as a 
result of uncertainty over its Egyptian tenure, but promoting Libyan 
independence could be the best way of securing them.32 Certainly in 
Sheikh Idris Britain had an ‘ideal prefabricated collaborator’. Idris had 
indicated his willingness to grant bases and generally to allow the British 
considerable freedom of military action. At any rate the government 
 concluded that the best solution, resolving a complex international 
tangle, was to back Idris and the Libyan claims for independence under 
UN auspices.33

In Sudan, too, Britain promoted independence. Validated in this case 
by Indian analogy, it was basically a means of countering the Egyptian 
claim to sovereignty (Farouk having been proclaimed ‘King of the 
Sudan’). In part it was also a way of pre- empting a UN trust, with its 
risks of ‘letting Russia into Africa’. But if independence would get the 
Sudan off its Egyptian hook, refusal to sell the Sudanese into Egyptian 
slavery dashed all Bevin’s hopes of negotiating the crucially important 
new Canal Zone treaty with Egypt. (‘I cannot do what I believe to be 
wrong and retrograde in order to get a quick treaty of alliance.’) This was 
because the Egyptians insisted on linking the two issues. As to the Suez 
base itself, Labour policy was to shift its defence on to Anglo- Egyptian 
co- operation and away from British occupation. Realising that effective 
use of the base was essentially dependent on Egyptian goodwill, and 
that ideal strategic requirements would have to be sacrifi ced in order to 
ensure it, Attlee in 1946 set the tone for treaty renegotiation. In a mas-
terly summing- up in Cabinet he declared that Britain could ‘not remain 
forcibly on the ground’:
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There was no more justifi cation for this than for our claiming that our neigh-
bours in the Continent of Europe should grant us bases for our defence. Our 
oil interests in the Middle East were indeed important, but our ability to defend 
them would only be impaired if we insisted on remaining in Egypt against the 
will of the Egyptian people and so worsened our relations with the remainder of 
the Arab world.

The Labour government continued to try to tempt Egypt into some 
sort of ‘equal partnership’ in a new Middle East defence scheme, but 
negotiations remained deadlocked. Attlee was unable to deliver Britain 
out of its Egyptian bondage.34 Meanwhile he ruled out the use of force 
in dealing with the Iranian oil crisis of 1951. This was welcomed by 
offi cials as proof that the days were over of ‘thinking in Edwardian terms 
of the use of military and economic power which we no longer possess’. 
Nationalism, all seemed to be agreed, must be met with diplomacy and 
publicity, not intervention and force.35

III

Strategically Attlee wanted to give up a ‘hopeless’ attempt to defend the 
Middle East oil- producing areas, and to work routinely round the Cape 
to the East and Australasia, instead of relying on an ever- more problem-
atic Mediterranean route. In addition, he had always been anxious not 
to be drawn into UN trusteeships for ‘defi cit areas’ in North Africa and 
the Horn. (‘Somaliland has always been a dead loss and a nuisance to 
us.’) His earliest and most iconoclastic initiative as prime minister was to 
demand a strategic reappraisal to take proper account of the atom bomb, 
the United Nations, and the impending loss of India. He was worried 
by the costs of continuing Mediterranean commitments he regarded as 
obsolescent. Nor did he like the idea of supporting the vested interests 
of a ‘congeries of weak, backward and reactionary states’ in the Middle 
East. With impressive ‘Little Englander’ pragmatism, remorselessly yet 
reasonably, and with occasional touches of irreverence, he pursued a 
confrontation with the Chiefs of Staff on these issues through endless 
committee meetings, and thoroughly rattled them. Attlee was sup-
ported by Dalton. This titanic battle lasted almost eighteen months. It 
ended with a victory for the traditionalist doctrines of the Chiefs of Staff 
(apparently threatening resignation), backed by Bevin and his formida-
ble Foreign Offi ce team. Their argument was that withdrawal from the 
Mediterranean route would leave a vacuum, into which Russia (even 
if not bent on world domination) would move, since ‘the bear could 
not resist pushing its paw into soft places’. This would make a gift to 
Russia of Middle Eastern oil and manpower, and would dangerously 
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signal to Russia, America, and the Commonwealth Britain’s ‘abdication 
as a world power’. Without a fi rst line of defence in North Africa, the 
Russians would, they argued, rapidly be in the Congo and at the Victoria 
Falls. They rejected Attlee’s concept of a disengagement from a ‘neutral 
zone’, putting ‘a wide glacis of desert and Arabs between ourselves and 
the Russians’.36

However, despite this fundamental disagreement, there was common 
ground between Attlee, Bevin, and the Chiefs of Staff about the desir-
ability of a strategic base located in Kenya, which Attlee had seen as 
part of a more general shifting of military resources into less contentious 
and exposed regions. They all agreed that more use ought to be made of 
Africa as a manpower reserve, compensating for the loss of the Indian 
‘British barrack in the Oriental seas’, and as a way of relieving the strain 
in Egypt. East Africa was expected to be more important in a future war, 
as a result of greater weapon ranges and the weakening of the British 
position in the Middle East. It would become a major training camp 
and storage depot. It would also defend ‘our main support- area in South 
Africa’. Work began in September 1947 on the new base at Mackinnon 
Road, some sixty miles inland by rail from Mombasa.37 All this tied in 
with new doctrines of colonial development. The new base in Kenya, 
Bevin argued, would ‘modernise the whole character of our defence 
as well as our trade and bring into the British orbit economically and 
commercially a great area which is by no means fully developed yet’. 
Communications would need to be improved over a wide area. Bevin 
was keen to develop Mombasa as a major port, and link it to Lagos by 
a trans- African highway (‘passing through the top of French Equatorial 
Africa’, thus enabling Britain, if necessary, to protect the strategic depos-
its of the Belgian Congo). This scheme the experts pronounced impos-
sible because of the administrative and maintenance costs of African 
‘all- weather’ roads, to say nothing of the diffi culty of co- operating 
with foreign powers. Bevin also campaigned to improve the outlets for 
Rhodesian strategic minerals to the sea. Railway links to the south were 
in consequence thoroughly investigated.38

A rail link between Rhodesia and Kenya from Ndola to Korogwe was 
the most favoured project. This would mean unifying the gauges (which 
ministers thought a strategically valuable exercise), by converting 3,520 
miles of East African railways from one- metre to 3 foot 6 inch – a fi ve-
 year task. Tanganyikan authorities naively put their costs at £870,000, 
while Kenya (with more track and rolling stock) estimated their con-
version at £16 million. The new 1,125 mile link itself might be built 
for £11 million. However, even a 3 foot 6 inch railway could not carry 
oversize loads (such as big tanks) and would have to be backed up by a 
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 much- improved road capable of carrying 70 ton weights. (Only a route 
able to carry heavy equipment would provide any appreciable saving over 
the shipping routes.) Cohen strongly favoured the ‘great advantage of 
having an all- British railway link from the Cape to Kenya’, possibly with 
a branchline to Kilwa or Mikindani to evacuate groundnuts. (See Map 
8.1.) The project lapsed, however, and for three reasons. There were 
doubts about the enormous costs and its economic profi tability. (Creech 
Jones was decidedly sceptical – haunted, no doubt, by Labouchere’s 
famous diatribe against the Uganda railway: ‘What it will carry there’s 
none can defi ne; . . . It clearly is naught but a lunatic line.’) Then there 
was the growing diffi culty of being seen to co- operate with South Africa. 
Above all, the Chiefs of Staff decided they did not wish to develop Kenya 
as a major operational base: it was too far from the Middle East theatre, 
it had insuffi cient industrial backup, and it was impracticable (for racial 
and political reasons) to import the quantities of white or Indian labour 
required. The Ndola rail link was accordingly downgraded to being 
‘strategically desirable but not essential’, and at all events not suffi ciently 
important to warrant a contribution from the UK defence vote. ‘Cape-
 to- Cairo’ was as far off as ever.39 (See map 8.1, next page.)

IV

The fate of the railway project was symptomatic of the sheer diffi culty of 
developing Africa. Yet interest in the potential and the protean problems 
of Africa was suffi ciently aroused for nine visits to be made by Colonial 
Offi ce ministers in these years, four of them by secretaries of state. 
Field Marshal Montgomery (the Chief of the Imperial General Staff) 
also decided to make a tour of Africa at the end of 1947. (‘It is terribly 
important to check up on Africa.’) He visited French Morocco, Gambia, 
Gold Coast, Nigeria, Belgian Congo, Union of South Africa, Southern 
Rhodesia, Kenya, Ethiopia, Sudan, and Egypt. The result was an elec-
tric 76- page report, containing many a caustic phrase, though his most 
derisive strictures were reserved for Ethiopia (its ‘pathetic Emperor’, 
‘Gilbertian army’, ‘Addis in Wonderland’, and elite of ‘Hollywoodian 
ostentation’). He thought there were ‘immense possibilities’ for African 
development, enabling Britain to ‘maintain her standard of living’, 
if not actually to survive, because ‘these lands contain everything we 
need’. However, ‘no real progress was being made’, and the way was 
open for communism. Government should ‘think big’. There must be 
‘a grand design for African development as a whole, with a masterplan 
for each Colony or nation’. Invoking the spirit of Cecil Rhodes, and 
roundly condemning the settlers, the African (‘a complete savage’), and 
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Map 8.1 Proposed Rhodesia–Kenya rail link. The Tanzam Railway 
as completed in 1975 ran from Dar es Salaam to Kapiri Mposhi. The 
three main areas of the Groundnuts Scheme are shown as numbered 
diagonally shaded areas. Source: CO 537/1231, no. 102, COS(46)271, 
report on the development of African communications, 13 December 
1946.
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the Colonial Service alike, he demanded that those who said it could 
not be done should be ‘ruthlessly eliminated’. Britain should ‘import 
brains and “go- getters”’. ‘Belly- aching will assume colossal proportions; 
it must be stamped on.’ Administrative units should be boldly amalga-
mated; federations of Central Africa, East Africa, and West Africa ought 
to be established. The High Commission Territories were an anomaly 
and should be ‘abolished’. Eventually South Africa and Central Africa 
should be linked up. There should be much closer co- operation with 
other European powers too, and with the Americans.40

Despite the staccato tone of the presentation, and an arrogant ama-
teurism masquerading as geopolitical genius, senior ministers took this 
report seriously. Bevin called for its ‘urgent study’. Attlee was ‘much 
interested’. With remarkable speed Creech Jones came up with a com-
prehensive reply, in a fourteen- page memorandum dated 6 January 
1948. (It is the central ministerial document on Labour’s African policy, 
and its preparation must have ruined his Christmas and New Year.) 
He agreed that quick and vigorous African development was essential 
on strategic, economic, and political grounds to strengthen Britain and 
western Europe; it was also needed to secure smooth African progress 
in social and political fi elds, and to augment the world supply of food 
and raw materials. British departure from India and the reduction in its 
overseas investments generally had still further increased the economic 
importance of close links with Africa. But the imposition of a centralised 
‘grand design’ drawn up in and directed from London ‘would not be 
practical politics’ (words which Attlee underlined in his copy). It would 
‘confl ict with our declared policy of devolution in the progress of build-
ing up self- government’ and ensuring that Africans attained it as ‘part of 
the western world’. Central direction would not work. It was contrary 
to all British policy and historical experience. It would not secure the 
co- operation of local peoples, settler or African, without which effective 
development could not take place. Developing relationships between 
peoples over a period of years could not be dealt with on the analogy of a 
military operation. A blueprint could not be operated by orders in a chain 
of command, because colonies had powers and responsibilities which 
would progressively increase. They should be dealt with by devolution, 
which had worked successfully in India, Ceylon, and Sudan. There was 
in fact no lack of planning. ‘We have a clear and well- understood general 
policy for political and economic development in Africa.’ All the territo-
ries had ten- year development plans. Montgomery had overestimated the 
material resources of Africa: ‘Africa is not an undiscovered El Dorado. 
It is a poor continent which can only be developed at great expense in 
money and effort.’ Vast areas were barely self- supporting in food, and 
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could only be made so by a heavy capital expenditure on water, bush 
clearance, fertilisers, and supervisory manpower. The crucial problem 
was not lack of brains or vigour, but lack of money and the ‘pay your 
way’ philosophy, which was now being rectifi ed. African development 
might well be vital to the survival of Britain, but if so, it must have a 
much higher priority in supplies and technicians. The present bottleneck 
was the lack of capital equipment, especially an acute shortage of steel, 
and a defi ciency of consumer goods to provide incentives.

Politically, too, Creech Jones continued, the right means of counter-
ing anti- British movements, the real answer to nationalism, ‘does not 
lie in uniformity of policy, or in federation, or in any other imposed 
measure’, but in ‘the maintenance and development of our existing 
friendly relations with the African peoples’; in giving them ‘a real part 
in the constructive work of government’, and in building up responsible 
native institutions. Communists were not exploiting the lack of a uniform 
native policy; it would in fact be easier to exploit such a policy if it were 
imposed without regard to local conditions. But there was a broad overall 
uniformity, and regional co- ordination was certainly existing policy. Any 
link- up of African territories with South Africa was out of the question, 
and the High Commission Territories could not be handed over.41

Notwithstanding this drily devastating critique, the Montgomery 
Report was a useful weapon in the fi ght to demand greater attention in 
Whitehall as a whole for African development needs. Ministers agreed 
they must urgently have a plan fully co- ordinated and integrated with 
British domestic economic policy. With some mild breast- beating, they 
admitted colonial economic development planning to have been defec-
tive, because they had not determined on broad lines what proportion 
of British resources should go overseas, or assessed the relative value of 
home and colonial projects. For example, there had been no agreed cri-
terion for allocating priorities in agricultural machinery or steel between 
confl icting British and African demands. All this they would now try to 
put right. The new chancellor of the Exchequer (Cripps) said the fi rst 
thing was to inject a spirit of improvisation, and improve the productiv-
ity of existing capital equipment, rather than initiating new, large- scale 
development schemes. The Economic Policy Committee agreed with 
Creech Jones that, however desirable, a more positive control of the 
African economic fi eld was not possible, as it would be contrary to the 
fundamental policy of gradually transferring real power.42

Simultaneously with these discussions, Caine submitted a special 
report on colonial economic development to the prime minister. He too 
rejected the idea of a single centralised plan: they had to work within 
the Labour policy of ‘political advancement’. He called for more liaison, 
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more international collaboration, the allocation of priorities, and the 
mobilisation of all available agencies, including private enterprise. All 
this could be of inestimable value to colonial peoples and to Britain in a 
few years. They must prepare for the day American aid ran out. ‘Prompt 
action now will mean that we shall by that time be enjoying the fi rst fruits 
of this new form of colonial investment.’ The essential problem was the 
removal of limitations to development. These were of three kinds: (1) 
virtually irremovable traditional social barriers (especially land- tenure 
systems), (2) basic conditions which were remediable in perhaps a 
generation (soil infertility, scarce labour, and insuffi cient technicians), 
and (3) limitations which could in theory be removed at any time by 
governmental decision (provision of fi nance, infrastructure, and capital 
goods). Progress could only be gradual, however. Any revolutionary 
attack on agrarian problems would only cause serious political trouble. 
Government must therefore work within the limits set by the tolerable 
pace of social change. In dealing with soil infertility, too, they must be 
cautious, since they were not sure of the ecological effect of applying 
Western methods – they must not create a dustbowl even worse than 
that in North America. And the provision of government help was bound 
to be restricted because of Britain’s own needs for basic services and 
capital goods: iron, steel, machines, and cement were all in short supply 
in Britain itself. A couple of months later Attlee received a report from 
Hilary Marquand, the paymaster- general, on his seven-week tour of the 
eastern half of Africa, which reinforced many of these conclusions.43

Thus African economic development was faced with multiple obsta-
cles, clearly identifi ed by the spring of 1948 in a cluster of memoranda. 
Africa was not amenable to the more euphoric hopes of exploiting it in the 
common good. Shakespeare and Pliny were equally confounded, as well 
as Strachey and Bevin: it was not fi lled with ‘golden joys’ and it was in 
fact not easy to conjure anything new out of Africa. The stunning recalci-
trance of the environment even to mechanised assault was brought home 
by the groundnuts fi asco. Inadequate transport was perhaps at the heart 
of the overall problem. There was maddening diffi culty in actually trans-
porting essential products out of Africa on an exiguous, congested, war-
 exhausted rail system; exports of uranium from the Congo, copper from 
Northern Rhodesia, coal and chrome from Southern Rhodesia, timber 
from the Gold Coast, and even groundnuts from Tanganyika, were all 
held up. There were seven different railway gauges in Central Africa, yet 
the high cost of unifying even two of them surprised everyone. It was all 
very well for Bevin to demand that ‘Africa should be as full as possible of 
transport’, but the diffi culties were immense. In this as in other sectors, 
British and African needs were competing. More generally, with the 
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shortage of clothes and bicycles for export from Britain, African workers 
could not be given all the incentives they needed. Nutritional problems 
and debilitating diseases also reduced their effi ciency. (The iniquities 
of the tsetse fl y, incidentally, generated more surviving Colonial Offi ce 
records than any other subject.) Finally, there was the obvious danger 
that too concerted a policy of demanding African action to meet Britain’s 
domestic needs (a demand already pushed to the limit by the exigencies 
of the convertibility crisis of 1947) would be endlessly open to the dam-
aging charge of exploitation, as Bevin was among the fi rst to realise. (The 
Colonial Offi ce thus sought to distance itself from the work of the new 
Colonial Development Corporation.) For this reason also international 
collaboration would remain limited: there must be no hint of ‘ganging 
up’ to turn Africa into a hinterland of western Europe.44

V

Although much thought was given to the ways in which Africa might 
help to solve Britain’s own strategic and economic problems, the empire 
would not stand or fall on the establishment of a base in Kenya, or 
poultry farms in Gambia, or the supply of bicycles to Blantyre, or even 
of peanuts and bananas to Battersea. More fundamental by far was the 
racial challenge of the stereotypes of Stellenbosch and the precepts of 
Pretoria.

The advent of the National Party regime in South Africa in 1948, ded-
icated to apartheid inside its borders and expansion outside them, had 
worrying implications for the whole of Britain’s African policy. Griffi ths 
spoke for all his colleagues when he described apartheid as ‘totally repug-
nant’. South Africa itself, already angry over the perpetual withholding 
of the High Commission Territories, became alarmed at the Labour gov-
ernment’s determination to press ahead with ‘arming Africans’ (raising 
troops for the defence of Africa and the Middle East). It was, moreover, 
outraged by the prospect of the Gold Coast’s being turned into ‘another 
Liberia’. Sir Evelyn Baring, the high commissioner, warned that ‘to 
despise or to ignore the strong and expanding force of South African 
nationalism in 1951 would be as unwise as it was to decry in March 1933 
the power of Hitler to do harm’. Ministers took the point: if Afrikaner 
racial ideas spread northwards of the Union’s boundaries the whole of 
their African policy might be jeopardised. South Africa might even try to 
seduce the settlers in Kenya and Rhodesia from their British allegiance.45 
On the other hand, South Africa was deeply involved in, and had useful 
technical resources for dealing with, transport, soil erosion, and disease 
problems (trypanosomiasis, rinderpest, and locust- plague). Both sides 
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wanted co- operation in these intractable matters, but it was clearly 
impossible for the British government to agree to extend discussion into 
the political arena or to be drawn into a local defence pact. Yet they did 
want South Africa to contribute to a Middle East defence system: this 
was ‘an essential element we could not forgo’ (according to P.C. Gordon 
Walker, Commonwealth relations secretary). In Whitehall there were 
generally held to be four reasons why the maintenance of good relations 
was important. First, strategically South Africa was a strong country in a 
pivotal geopolitical position. It had the basis for heavy industry, together 
with raw materials important in peace and vital in war (uranium, man-
ganese, diamonds, chrome, and coal); it was the only African country 
which could in war provide a large body of trained technicians. The 
Simon’s Town naval base was of the ‘utmost importance’ to Britain; 
the use of other ports was also required. South Africa would be needed 
as a transit area, an arsenal, and a troop- reserve for the Middle East. 
Secondly, economically Britain was ‘in dire need of its gold’ (Baring), 
since the stability of the sterling area depended on obtaining a substan-
tial part of its gold output. It was also a valuable export market – indeed 
it headed the list of Britain’s customers in 1947. Thirdly, trusteeship 
(‘the ethical code of the empire’) meant protecting the vulnerable High 
Commission Territories. Departmentally this was seen as the critical 
reason for staying on the right side of South Africa, especially in the 
Seretse Khama case.46 For many ministers, however, the determining 
factor was the fourth one: to preserve the Commonwealth. A quarrel 
with a ‘founder member’ would be highly embarrassing and ‘immensely 
damaging to British world prestige’. A public dispute might ‘break up 
the association overnight’. Philip Noel- Baker (Gordon Walker’s pred-
ecessor at the Commonwealth Relations Offi ce (CRO)) even invoked 
some emotional (and inaccurate) ‘inherited offi cial historiography’ about 
Campbell- Bannerman and Smuts – 1906 and all that.47

Unfortunately South Africa had put itself into the international dock 
by de facto incorporation in 1949 of the former mandated territory of 
South- West Africa, for which it was hauled before the International 
Court. Britain had at fi rst tried to be friendly and helpful over this, but 
it was becoming harder all the time. How closely could it afford to side 
with South Africa at the UN over a case which might be thought weak 
if not bad? Civil servants were undecided. Some thought the British 
government was the only one which stood any chance of infl uencing 
the attitude of South Africa, but would lose what little infl uence it had 
if it ‘joined the pack howling against them’, so driving them out of the 
Commonwealth ‘into an outer darkness of their own’. Others, while 
not wanting Britain to be ‘tarred with the apartheid brush’, thought 
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it was hardly worth while imperilling a South African contribution to 
Middle East defence (‘very nearly the biggest strategic interest of the 
UK’) for the sake of making doubly sure British policy would not be 
confused with South Africa’s. Some felt strategic requirements should 
be the overriding consideration. Per contra, many offi cials argued that 
unless Britain rejected all visible compromise with the Union’s native 
policy, Britain’s own African policy would be endangered. (Sir Thomas 
Lloyd, permanent under- secretary at the CO, complained of ‘numer-
ous and growing embarrassments’ fl owing from the failure to denounce 
its reactionary policies.) The South- West Africa dispute was formally 
analysed as requiring the pursuit of three confl icting objectives. Britain 
needed to preserve good relations with South Africa, but also ‘to keep 
her reputation as a champion of liberal Western civilisation’, avoiding a 
confl ict with Afro- Asian opinion. Above all, it had to defend its rights 
as a colonial power vis- à- vis the UN, which must not be allowed to 
establish the right of intervention in non- self- governing territories. If in 
South- West Africa the UN inserted the thin end of the wedge of a right 
to dictate policies and decide the future of all African peoples, it would 
‘bring British authority, peace and good government in Africa tumbling 
about our ears’.48

For the impending Cabinet debate on this diffi cult controversy, an 
inter- departmental paper was prepared, signed by Griffi ths, Gordon 
Walker, and Kenneth Younger (minister of state at the Foreign Offi ce). 
As drafting proceeded, over a period of fi ve months, the recommendation 
to intervene at the International Court (in order to make British views 
known) was made stronger. (According to Galsworthy, some aspects of 
the dispute were ‘supremely important’ to the Colonial Offi ce.) Griffi ths 
insisted the main issue should be brought out unequivocally: the risk 
of being misrepresented as supporting South African native policies, 
as against the threat of the court’s making a decision adverse to British 
colonial interests. Attorney- General Sir Hartley Shawcross favoured 
intervention, though acknowledging that the arguments were ‘very 
nicely balanced’; they would attract a great deal of opprobrium, but 
mostly from those ‘who already have a pretty poor view of us in colonial 
matters’. Presenting the issue to the Cabinet, Griffi ths declared himself 
on balance in favour of intervening, but at the same time he wanted it 
to be made clear that their appearance before the court did not imply 
support for apartheid. Gordon Walker agreed, on ‘strict grounds of 
British interest’. The Cabinet, however, rejected their recommendation. 
Most ministers felt that representation at or participation in the court’s 
proceedings would be bound to be misrepresented as implying support 
for South Africa, and would therefore ‘incur political odium’. Indeed, 
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it might actually invite the court to pronounce on the colonial issues of 
concern to Britain, in a context most unfavourable to its case, which it 
could argue more convincingly in future if it had not been present.49

Following upon this hardening of opinion and unusual rejection of 
departmental advice, a Cabinet paper was prepared in the CRO to clarify 
the more general issues of Anglo- South African relations. Again, this 
was several months in preparation. It was fi nally presented by Gordon 
Walker at the end of September 1950. Indian hostility to South Africa 
was identifi ed as a signifi cant feature in the equation, since Britain was 
anxious to enlist India’s ‘great infl uence in Asia’ to help in the solution of 
various Far Eastern problems. Moreover, ‘any suspicion that the United 
Kingdom sympathised in any way with South Africa’s native poli-
cies would so deeply disturb African and Indian public opinion in our 
African Colonies as to constitute a threat to their internal security’. On 
the other hand, it was important to continue to preserve good relations. 
The ‘four reasons’ for this were carefully rehearsed. The conclusion was 
drawn that Britain ought to show that it appreciated South Africa’s diffi -
culties, and not simply condemn and antagonise it. Unnecessary polem-
ics should be avoided, and everything possible done ‘to retain South 
Africa as a member of the Commonwealth, preferably as one owing 
direct allegiance to the Crown’.50 Gordon Walker spoke to the paper in 
the Cabinet, emphasising that strategically South Africa’s goodwill was 
of special importance. Griffi ths then examined the other side of the coin, 
expressing deep concern both about South Africa’s expansionist ambi-
tions and about the serious alarm South Africa’s policies were arousing 
throughout black Africa. Aneurin Bevan drew this point out a little more 
sharply: the time might come when Britain would be forced to consider 
whether it lost more than it gained by its embarrassing association 
with South Africa. Other ministers countered this by underlining the 
strategic importance of securing South Africa’s support in any struggle 
against communism, and the ‘great value’ of the military support it now 
seemed likely to promise in the Middle East. (Ernest Bevin still wanted 
South Africa to ‘look after the east coast of Africa’.) The CRO paper 
was endorsed. At a subsequent discussion in the Defence Committee, 
Strachey (now a War Offi ce minister) reluctantly accepted that they 
must look on South Africa as an ally, but Emanuel Shinwell (now min-
ister of defence) remained profoundly unhappy about seeming to give 
tacit approval to apartheid by any military co- operation. Attlee (who had 
not yet really turned his mind to southern Africa) summed up correctly if 
inconclusively: ‘it was a matter of great importance’. However, it clearly 
had been decided that co- operation with South Africa was to remain a 
prime object of British policy.51
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But not the only object. Six months later, Gordon Walker produced 
his own prodigiously thorough and perceptive analysis of the situation, 
seeking more defi nitely to balance necessary co- operation by a policy of 
containing South African expansion. ‘This would mean that we do not 
regard as our sole objective the emancipation and political advancement 
of the African in all our African colonies.’ Of course this would remain 
a major objective, but ‘we must not subordinate all else to it’. A shift 
towards closer association with Rhodesian settlers had to be faced. There 
was a real danger that, to avoid domination by Africans (as a supposed 
consequence of ‘political advancement’), white settler communities 
would throw in their lot with the Union. This was at least as grave a 
danger as the eruption of African discontent. Containing South African 
expansion should thus be ‘a policy of equal weight and importance in 
our eyes with the political advancement of the Africans in our Central 
and East African colonies’. If British communities revolted and linked 
themselves to the Union, the apartheid policies they detested would be 
established in the heart of Britain’s African empire: ‘Millions of Africans 
would be subjected to oppression. Terrible wars might even be fought 
between a white- ruled Eastern Africa and a black- ruled Western Africa.’ 
They would in the end fatally have ‘betrayed our trust to the Africans’, 
who would be ‘calamitously worse off’.52

This apocalyptic scenario provided the rationale for the Central 
African Federation. Enthusiastically advised by G.H. Baxter of the CRO 
and the ubiquitous and utterly pragmatic Cohen, Gordon Walker was 
the principal ministerial advocate of creating in Central Africa a British 
bloc to contain Afrikanerdom, provided Africans could be persuaded to 
accept it.53 He won Griffi ths to his side, but Creech Jones and others 
remained unconverted to this solution, believing other means could be 
found for achieving its political and economic purposes without upset-
ting Africans. Attlee fully understood the case for such a federation in 
principle, but to him, as always, what mattered was ‘tide rather than 
froth’. Drawing on his Indian experience, he believed the vital thing 
was the long- term trend of growing African nationalism, which, if given 
insuffi cient outlet, might go sour from frustration. The fatal fl aw he 
discerned in the scheme of federation as it ultimately emerged was that 
it froze the progress of African political advancement by stabilising the 
whole framework on the Southern Rhodesian model. The federation 
thus ran counter to the basic premise of Labour’s African policy, and he 
rejected it.54

Retiring as high commissioner in 1951 after seven years, Baring 
summarised the three guidelines which had emerged for Britain’s 
South African policy: (1) counteract the magnetic new South African 
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nationalist expansion in the north; (2) preserve and develop the High 
Commission Territories; and (3) regularise relations by co- operating 
as often as possible and always being very careful to avoid sweeping 
condemnations, which would only ‘unite and infl ame’ all white South 
Africans behind Malan. There was thus no simple policy for dealing 
with Afrikanerdom, but a subtle symbiosis of two parallel strategies, co- 
operation and containment.55

VI

In fact there was no simple policy for dealing with any of the problems 
of Africa. Throughout the continent the Labour government found that 
the successful adoption of clear new policies was limited by the tension 
between cold war strategic imperatives and their ideally required rational 
disengagements or moral stands. Neither politically nor economically 
were centralised blueprints possible. Inadequate British resources and 
the stubborn facts of the African environment stopped dead in its tracks 
any striking advance towards an ‘economic new deal’. Politically, in 
principle Attlee was convinced by Indonesia and Vietnam that ‘failure 
to meet reasonable nationalist aspirations led to an ever- worsening posi-
tion’. But he did not think Africans were as civilised as Asians, and he 
foresaw a danger in too rapid a transition.56 The resultant policy was 
thus not one of wholesale ‘decolonisation’ or ‘dismantling the empire’. 
Labour ministers themselves invariably called their policy merely one of 
‘political advancement’. And this political advancement was not thought 
practicable as yet in much of Africa. Progress was uneven. The Gold 
Coast and Nigeria were seen as exceptions. Attlee lectured the Northern 
Rhodesian African National Congress about there being ‘a long way to 
go’ and ‘no short cuts to political maturity’. Political advancement in 
East and Central Africa was held up by the supposedly immature and 
irresponsible nature of its nationalism, but also by the presence of white 
settlers.57 Fear of driving them into the arms of an expansionist South 
Africa was a major reason why the Labour government did not take up 
earlier recurrent proposals (most notably those of Harold Macmillan in 
1942) for an assault on the privileges of the Kenya settlers.58 East and 
Central Africans themselves were not thought ready to be of use as col-
laborators in the task of containing Afrikanerdom. Every region indeed 
had leaders who were seen as mere demagogues, bent only on capturing 
the colonial state and driving the British out as quickly as possible. This 
was not at all the kind of future the government intended. In the short 
term, local government would be used ‘to call in the masses to keep the 
balance’, and close control would remain meanwhile. The long- term 
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aim was gradual political advancement towards self- governing states 
which were broadly based, stable, viable, friendly, non- communist, and 
fi rmly within the Commonwealth.59 Labour ministers may well have 
been involved in a ‘controlled colonial revolution’,60 but their emphasis 
was distinctly on the control of the process. This gradualism was essential 
because they were determined to maintain as far as possible the structure 
of British global interests in the fi ght against communism. Paradoxically, 
however, as Attlee saw so clearly, ‘an attempt to maintain the old colo-
nialism would . . . have immensely aided Communism’. Decolonisation 
was a gigantic footnote to the cold war.61
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9 John Bennett and the end of empire

[Not previously published. Written in 2006.
 Although this chapter is a by- product of many years’ research at 
the National Archives, it could not have been written without the 
help of John Bennett’s family: his widow, the late Mrs Mary Bennett, 
his brother, the late Dr Ralph Bennett, and his nephew, Mr Francis 
Bennett, to all of whom I am most grateful. I must stress, however, that 
my views are not necessarily their views.
 This chapter is mainly about offi cial policy- formation, but class-
 based attitudes within the administrative elite emerge as a sub- theme. 
How signifi cant is this?]

In 1947, as imperial attention swung away from newly independent India 
to the tropical colonies of Africa and elsewhere, insiders in the Colonial 
Offi ce would have had no diffi culty in identifying the high- fl yers who 
could be expected to be the leading advisers for what proved to be the 
evolving process of decolonisation. They were Andrew Cohen1 and John 
Bennett.2 But while Cohen is a familiar name to all students of empire 
– possibly the best- known Colonial Offi ce civil servant since Sir James 
Stephen in the early nineteenth century – Bennett has dropped out of 
view for all but a handful of archival researchers who gratefully disinter 
his incisive minutes.3 A John Bennett Memorial Lecture on the Middle 
East is delivered biennially in the University of Cambridge Faculty of 
Asian and Middle Eastern Studies,4 but it is safe to assume that most 
of those attending do not know who John Bennett was. Yet, for more 
than ten years, up to and including independence for Ghana in 1957, 
Bennett was at the centre of colonial policy- making, author of a sheaf 
of remarkable and radical memoranda about trusteeship, decolonisa-
tion, Palestine, Mediterranean North Africa, and Cyprus. After that, his 
career stalled. For the next fi fteen years he was confi ned to the fringes, 
descending ever deeper into a sense of hopelessness about the future of 
the remaining colonial territories and his own ability to contribute to the 
solution of their problems.

The career of John Bennett may illustrate three main themes: (1) how 
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the nature of policy- making in the Colonial Offi ce and the dynamics 
of decolonisation planning can be deduced from the thoughts of one 
centrally placed civil servant; (2) how historical intelligence could be 
deployed to discern policies which would work with the grain of per-
ceived future trends, and therefore how a strategy for ending the empire 
more quickly might have been articulated;5 and (3) more tentatively, 
how although the British educational system could be exploited to create 
a career genuinely open to the talent of grammar school boys, social 
mobility might be limited by certain lower- middle class attitudes and 
attributes which precluded rising institutionally to the very top, given 
the continuing dominance of public school elitism in 1950s and 1960s 
Britain.

I

John Sloman Bennett was an Essex man. His family forebears moved 
from Derbyshire to Havering- atte- Bower (once a tiny Essex village, now 
part of the London borough of Havering) in the eighteenth century, and 
then down the hill to Romford in 1894. Three successive generations of 
the Bennetts were veterinary surgeons, of whom John’s father, Ralph, 
was the last, serving in the First World War in the Army Veterinary 
Corps. He was second- in- command of a base- hospital at Kantara in the 
Suez Canal Zone from 1917 to 1919. His services to the cavalry operat-
ing in Egypt, Sinai, Palestine, and Syria were suffi ciently valued to gain 
him the freedom of the City of London after the war. Ralph Bennett 
made the most of his local leave in visits to Cairo and Alexandria, and 
longer trips to Luxor and Jerusalem, all of which impressed him deeply. 
Returning home with books on the area and the war campaigns, liber-
ally illustrated with detailed maps, he enthralled his two young sons, 
Ralph (born 1911) and John (born 1914), with traveller’s tales, com-
municating to them an interest in Near Eastern antiquities, especially 
ancient Egyptian art, architecture, and religion. He also read the Bible 
to them, the Book of Samuel being a favourite. As a boy, John absorbed 
all this with enthusiasm: he could count (up to ten) in Arabic before 
he could do so in French or any other European language, and even 
acquired a smattering of hieroglyphics. ‘I think the intersection of all this 
with the Bible was what fi rst made history come alive for me,’ he wrote 
later. ‘And without knowing it at the time, I also grew up free from the 
then prevalent illusion (derived from Renaissance classical education) 
that the civilised world was confi ned to Europe and that history began 
with classical Greece.’ Only later did he identify a connection between 
public school classical education ‘and the English habit of mismanaging 



 270 Bureaucracy and policy- making

civilised countries (India, Egypt et al. including Palestine and Cyprus), 
unlike backward black ones which they were not bad at’.6

The Bennetts were a lower- middle class family, though with an 
annual income of £730 their father was fi nancially at the higher, 
minor- professional, end of the social class. He was also determined to 
give his clever sons as good a start as possible. The Bennett brothers 
were educated at the local state grammar school, the Royal Liberty 
School, Romford. It was not nearly as grand as it sounds, for it was not 
the school which had royal status but the ground it stood upon, the 
former ‘royal liberty’ of Havering- atte- Bower. Nor did it have any sort 
of tradition. In fact it was just one of a number of brand- new ‘county’ 
schools, which had opened in September 1921. The headmaster, S.B. 
Hartley, was not a Cambridge man, and it is not known why he steered 
the Bennett brothers to try for scholarships at Magdalene College, 
Cambridge. Scholarships were awarded at Cambridge by groups of 
colleges conducting their own examinations, so once application was 
made to Group II, the choice of a college was automatically narrowed 
to Trinity, Jesus, Clare, Queens’, Trinity Hall, and Magdalene. Both 
Bennett boys gained open awards to Magdalene, with supplemental 
state scholarships (that is, in effect, a free university education).7 John 
Bennett was in direct competition with a candidate from Mill Hill 
School, Albert Hibab Hourani, of Lebanese extraction. A history schol-
arship was awarded to Bennett, but not to Hourani (one year younger), 
who later gained a scholarship at Magdalen College, Oxford.8 They 
were to meet again during the war.

During the 1930s, Magdalene College was in serious danger of 
becoming mainly a fi nishing school for Old Etonians, who made up 35 
per cent of the intake by 1937. But there was also a traditional group of 
grammar school boys with scholarships, accounting for a steady 10 per 
cent of the student body. With a number of Fellows who were leading 
Nonconformists, there were also connections with the Congregational 
community, such as members of the Pilkington family of glass manufac-
turers and the sons of ministers, for example, Kenneth Horne, later well 
known as a comedian.9 The problem for talented lower- middle class stu-
dents in this milieu was whether to assimilate to the public school ethos, 
or to maintain their grammar school credentials in purity. The two 
Bennett brothers adopted opposite strategies, and then there was tension 
between them for the rest of their lives. Ralph worked at his assimila-
tion, smartening himself up, joining the Boat Club, cultivating snob-
bier friends, and eventually dismaying his parents by becoming known 
as ‘Rafe’ instead of Ralph with the ‘l’ sounded.10 John, on the other 
hand, was determined not to conform. Apart from studying history, he 
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followed his elder brother in one respect only – succumbing to consider-
able pressure, he took up rowing. He rowed regularly in the bow position 
for three years before moving into coaching. As a freshman, he weighed 
only 9 stone 3 lb, lighter even than the cox, though by the time of gradu-
ation he had gone up to 10 stone 1 lb.11 (This slight physique was also 
to have a bearing on his future prospects.) One of his rowing partners 
was John Field, a South African who joined the Colonial Service in the 
same year as John joined the Colonial Offi ce (and became commissioner 
of the Cameroons, 1956–61). Another was Robert McDowall, later sec-
retary of the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments (England). 
Interestingly, McDowall, in spite of being an Etonian (but presum-
ably unorthodox), became a friend as a fellow- historian. But a more 
signifi cant friendship was with Jack Beddoe from Hitchin Grammar 
School, who took two fi rsts in history, entered the Ministry of Health in 
1936, and rose to become under- secretary of state in the Department of 
Economic Affairs. These three students, together with one or two others, 
including his old schoolfriend, Alan Murray, formed their own ‘set’. 
Bennett was the leader, and coined the name ‘Adullamites’ for them, the 
‘discontented’, like the followers of David in the Book of Samuel.12 But 
unlike other clever students with a rebellious turn of mind (for example, 
the future Lord Listowel, Charles Madge, and J.R. Cumming- Bruce, all 
in Magdalene), they were not attracted to communism.13 Rather, the 
Adullamites were cheerful anarchists, mocking their social superiors. 
They were members of what Bennett playfully called STRACA, the 
Society for Tendentiously Resisting All Constituted Authority. In a satir-
ical story which Bennett wrote for the College Magazine, the Magdalene 
rebels take part in a proletarian revolution against bourgeois author-
ity. They drive out the vice- chancellor and the Conservative MP (Sir 
Kenneth Pickthorn, Tudor historian); they execute college deans, the 
proctors, and all the members of the upper- class Pitt Club; they discover 
a leader with ‘ruthlessly basic principles in the sinister Dr Anarcharsis 
Richards’; and thus defeat a counter- revolution of traditional Liberals 
and moderates led by historians Professor Sir Ernest Barker and their 
tutor Frank Salter, all of whom were deported to the Isle of Ely. It was a 
clever and amusing piece, fairly inoffensive.14

As to his academic work, John Bennett added a Goldsmith’s Exhibition 
in June 1934 to his college and state scholarships. He obtained Tripos 
results which can only be described as legendary. He was awarded 
distinctions (‘starred fi rsts’) in both parts of the Historical Tripos. A 
distinction in one part is not all that uncommon, but to achieve the 
accolade in Part I (1934) and Part II (1935), with their signifi cantly dif-
fering coverage, focus, and methodologies, was, in those days at least, 
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highly exceptional.15 It put Bennett in the class of such luminaries of 
the historical profession as future regius professors like Sir John Elliott 
and Quentin Skinner, the celebrated Marxist historians Eric Hobsbawm 
and Victor Kiernan, and Robert Latham, who produced the defi nitive 
edition of the Pepys Diary. John Bennett was said to be the ablest medi-
evalist examinee in living memory. What had really inspired him was 
the fi nal- year special subject on ‘The First Crusade and the Kingdom 
of Jerusalem to 1127’. This was run by Miss Helen Pybus; she was not 
a university lecturer, but a Fellow of Newnham College (director of 
studies in history, 1927–55). Students had to read original contempo-
rary sources: chronicles, memoirs, and the like in Latin and French, and 
translations from the Greek and Arabic. Bennett was fascinated by ‘the 
tangled mixture of idealism and material motives on both sides’, and the 
example of relations between Europe and the Levant ‘in a previous era 
of colonisation’. One of the things which remained with him – perhaps 
because unexpected – ‘was the way the Crusaders of the second gen-
eration took to wearing eastern dress and so on, and fraternised with 
Moslems of like social class, and were inclined to be embarrassed by 
the keen boisterous ways of the new recruits fresh from Europe’. Not 
unnaturally, the study of the Crusades intensifi ed his schoolboy feeling 
of involvement with the Middle East.16

The natural career for so gifted a scholar would have been a college 
fellowship. In those days, colleges tended to elect from among their 
own members, and in Magdalene elder brother Ralph now blocked the 
way.17 The college had just taken the decision to appoint Ralph as a 
medieval history lecturer, to complement the teaching of its modernist, 
Frank Salter, and John had in fact been taught by his brother. In a small 
college of limited resources, election of a third teaching Fellow in history 
was out of the question, while there was only one research fellowship, 
to which elections were made once in three years, usually at this date 
to a mathematician. John did become an unregistered research student 
for a year, but the arrangement with the college was such as to secure 
his services as a history supervisor in the absence of Ralph Bennett in 
Munich for a year, rather than to promote John’s research. After that 
year, needing a job, John sat the examination for the Home Civil Service. 
Passing in fi fth in August 1936,18 he had done well enough to be allowed 
to choose his government department: ‘I chose the Colonial Offi ce from 
no sense of imperial mission but because it seemed small and friendly 
and offered the possibility of travel.’ (The CO at this time was indeed 
like a collegiate club.) Three other young men joined at the same time. 
Quite by chance he was allocated to fi ll a vacancy in the Middle East 
department.19
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II

Nothing could have suited him better than this fi rst assignment, but he 
had not even known that the Colonial Offi ce covered Palestine. And 
Palestine was to preoccupy him for the next ten years. ‘While colleagues 
wrestled with the parish- pump affairs of great backwaters in Africa or the 
Caribbean, Palestine was already a hot seat in the middle of the world 
stage.’ As a result, for a junior, he was soon in unusually close touch with 
the offi ce mandarins and the secretary of state. Within his fi rst year he 
was involved secretarially with the royal commission on Palestine chaired 
by Lord Peel (1937). He accompanied a senior CO offi cial to a meeting 
of the League of Nations Council in Geneva. He was appointed assist-
ant conference secretary to the London Palestine Conference of 1939, 
the last pre- war attempt to patch up some kind of settlement, or at least 
truce, and the fi rst to which representatives from other Middle East 
countries as well as from both sides of the Palestine confl ict itself were 
invited. In the theatrical atmosphere of St James’s Palace, for a whole 
month he was face- to- face with the main protagonists, from Weizmann 
to the Saudi Crown Prince, ‘not to mention Mr Chamberlain in his 
frock- coat against a backdrop of Tudor halberds on the wall’. The con-
ference failed to produce any agreement. This, it might be said, was part 
of his education, but so was the fact that Bennett made personal contacts 
with Palestinian Arab leaders, almost alone among Whitehall civil serv-
ants in doing so in the inter- war years. His sympathies became strongly 
pro- Arab and anti- Zionist.

Not long after this, he made further Arab contacts as assistant to a 
Ministry of Information offi cial on a tour of the Middle East in 1940. 
The work was not, he thought, particularly important, but the journey 
itself was absorbing, ‘though breathless (especially as I had to keep 
the accounts, in nine currencies)’. They stopped in Istanbul, Ankara, 
Aleppo, Beirut, Damascus, Jerusalem, Cairo, Baghdad, Tehran, Bushire 
(Bushehr), and Aden, returning to England (in the middle of the Dunkirk 
crisis) via Alexandria. Travel was mostly by land (rail or motor- car), but 
the longer hops were made in old- fashioned, slow, low- fl ying aircraft, 
from which Bennett could see his father’s maps come to life.20

His preparation as a Middle Eastern expert was now nearly com-
plete. His fi nal ‘big break’ was being drafted to Cairo as assistant to 
the Australian politician and diplomat Richard Casey, who had been 
appointed by an admiring Churchill as minister- resident (with a seat 
in the War Cabinet) in the Middle East. Casey was a very successful 
trouble- shooter, someone Bennett could look up to. They worked closely 
together, until Casey was transferred by Churchill to the governorship 
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of Bengal in 1944.21 Before leaving, Casey let it be known how highly he 
regarded young Bennett. And it was while in Cairo that Bennett’s path 
once again crossed that of Albert Hourani, who was now Casey’s assist-
ant adviser on Arab affairs.22

Bennett’s Middle Eastern interests and experience, and especially his 
contacts with the Arabs and Hourani, were to determine his whole sub-
sequent approach to imperial problems. One of his fundamental insights 
was to identify ‘an inherent logical and moral absurdity’ in the way 
Western powers after the First World War had apparently maintained 
that Arab tribes of the Arabian peninsula were fi t for immediate recog-
nition of their independence, whereas the sophisticated townsmen of 
Beirut and the Mediterranean coast, with their centuries of contact with 
Europe, required an indefi nite period of ‘tutelage’ by a Western power. 
It seemed obvious to him, with his studies of the Crusader Kingdoms, 
that this distinction was based on no principle, but driven by French 
imperialistic ambitions backed by their claim to ‘protect’ the Christian 
minorities in Lebanon. ‘It couldn’t last and it didn’t,’ because the whole 
process was essentially one in which European ‘imperialism’ artifi cially 
tried to peel off a strip of the eastern Mediterranean coast from its natural 
association with the rest of the Arab world. After the Second World War 
he feared that another attempt would be made to establish a series of 
such bridgeheads along the southern Mediterranean coast, including 
Libya. This would only alienate the Arabs of the interior, when what 
Britain needed was good relations with ‘the Arab world as a whole’.23

Returning to the CO, Bennett was assigned to the International 
Relations department. This, too, was another providential stroke of 
good fortune, keeping him associated with front- line developments at an 
eventful time. He always regarded his liaison with the United Nations 
during its formative days on trusteeship policy as a particular privilege, 
since the general pattern of relations with the UN was then established, 
with hard- fought drafting battles. The experience was to leave an indel-
ible mark upon him.24 (See Plate 9.2.) By 1946 he was an assistant sec-
retary – a very rapid promotion – and head of the International Relations 
department. He was thoroughly in tune with the ethos of the Labour 
government, with Attlee, and with Cohen. In 1947 he was transferred 
to head the Mediterranean department, where he remained until 1952, 
deeply involved with the Cyprus problem and critical of government 
policy. In 1953 he was seconded to the Imperial Defence College course, 
preparatory to taking over the Defence and General department of the 
CO, 1954 to 1956, where he led the team drafting the constitution for 
independent Ghana.25

In 1955 he got married, rather sensationally, to Mary Fisher, the only 
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child of H.A.L. Fisher, Warden of New College, Oxford, and one of the 
fi nest historians of his generation. After working for the BBC during the 
war, Miss Fisher joined the CO in 1945 as its fi rst female offi cial, and 
worked for Bennett in the Mediterranean department.26 It would be 
misleading to say the courtship was conducted on the minute- sheets of 
the CO fi les, but with knowledge of the outcome, all those consecutive 
minutes beginning ‘I agree’, and signed ‘JSB’, seem to have a predictive, 
even a poignant quality. Miss Fisher was someone who shared John’s 
radical outlook on colonial issues, and whose trenchancy of minuting was 
a match for his own. In the same year as his marriage he was appointed 
CMG. It must have seemed that he was, aged forty- one, fi nally on his 
way. Paradoxically his career went into free- fall almost at once.

After a brief spell in the West African department ‘B’ (which excluded 
the leading colony of Nigeria), he was drafted into the dwindling side-
 stream of Social Services, mainly concerned with labour relations, 
trade unions, public health, and the occasional ‘colour question’.27 He 
had no role in decolonisation strategy during the crucial years of the 
Macmillan government. By contrast, Leslie Monson signifi cantly raised 
his profi le simply in virtue of his lucky allocation to the East African 
department. By 1961 JSB was the most senior assistant secretary, but 
he received no further promotion either then or for the remainder of his 
service. The years 1963 and 1964 found him working on marketing and 
investments in the Economic and General department. With CO staff 
and responsibilities rapidly shrinking from 1965, he took charge of the 
Atlantic department, and after the merger with the CRO he headed the 
Gibraltar and South Atlantic department in the Dependent Territories 
department, with A.N. Galsworthy and J.C. Morgan over him as ‘super-
intending under- secretaries’. The creation of the FCO made little struc-
tural difference to the colonial side, and the Foreign Offi ce’s Sir Denis 
Greenhill became the fi rst permanent secretary in 1969, the post which 
Bennett thought he ought to have had. He stuck it out until 1971 and 
then, thoroughly disillusioned, resigned. For the next three years until 
his formal retirement at the age of sixty, he was in an unestablished post 
as a part- time adviser in the FCO research department, where he briefl y 
found a niche as something like a historian of the ‘offi cial mind’.28

I shall return below to the question of why JSB’s career stalled so 
dramatically. The main cause can, however, be stated simply enough 
here: it was a consequence of the accession of Sir John Martin and Sir 
Hilton Poynton to the leadership of the Colonial Offi ce in 1956, as joint 
deputy under- secretaries of state, with Poynton becoming permanent 
under- secretary (1959–66). Martin was a Zionist and Poynton was old 
fashioned. If Andrew Cohen had been in charge the outcome might have 
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been different. But no two heads could have been less congenial to JSB 
than Martin and Poynton. Unfortunately the feeling was mutual, and no 
two heads could have placed a larger question- mark over his suitability 
for promotion. He especially seems to have rubbed John Martin up the 
wrong way. Quite early on, Martin had said to him with an irony which 
was only half- joking, ‘you have introduced a very dangerous element into 
this department – thought’.29 As for Poynton, JSB had the temerity to 
criticise him in a minute on the fi les for all to see. This was in 1947, but 
its audacious and ruthless sarcasm will certainly not have been forgotten. 
Poynton’s telegrams from the United Nations, JSB complained, created 
an impression of ‘Athanasius contra mundum’:

The light of battle was in his eyes [when] he left for New York, and I am sure he 
is enjoying himself hitting out at all and sundry. My only personal doubt . . . is 
whether the 1940 spirit is really entirely appropriate to the situation. The paral-
lel is close in some respects: in the last two years it has been largely a matter of 
waiting for the Americans to swing in behind us, and educating them for the 
rôle of saving the British empire in the interests of American security. But if the 
atmosphere which must now be prevailing in the Ad Hoc Committee goes on, 
in the Assembly afterwards, it is ‘open war’ – colonial powers versus the rest of 
the United Nations. Open war is more honest and refreshing than phoney war, 
yet in the long run I think one is obliged to consider whether the fomenting of 
international dispute and bad feeling on colonial issues will really operate to the 
advantage of the colonial peoples themselves. That is quite apart from the ques-
tion whether the UK, in its present state, can hope to win such a slogging match 
in the end.30

III

It is time to consider JSB’s approach to colonial policy in more detail. 
We have already seen that he was pro- Arab to an exceptional degree. 
Beyond that, he believed more rigorously than perhaps any other 
member of the post- war CO that policy must be based on the wishes of 
indigenous inhabitants, and must be determined by morality and logic, 
two words which repeatedly recur in his minutes. He also held fi ercely to 
trusteeship doctrines as updated by the United Nations. Time and again 
he quoted as an inescapable obligation of colonial rule the UN’s formula 
that the basic objectives of the trusteeship system (as defi ned in the UN 
charter) were, inter alia, ‘to promote the political, economic, social and 
educational advancement of the inhabitants of trust territories, and their 
progressive development towards self- government or independence as 
may be appropriate to the circumstance of each territory and its peoples 
and the freely expressed wishes of the peoples concerned’.

Palestine was the problem on which he had cut his teeth as an offi cial: 
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a job he described as ‘arduous, fascinating and hopeless’. Precisely what 
he meant by ‘hopeless’ was in retirement carefully set down:

The League of Nations mandate bound us to favour Jewish immigration without 
prejudice to the indigenous inhabitants. Diplomatic double- talk at the best of 
times; and when Hitler came on the scene, stark contradiction, though nobody 
was yet allowed to say so. The Mandate might just have been workable in a 
peaceful world and if Zionism had remained primarily a religious and cultural 
ideal content to move slowly (and not leading to any sudden major demographic 
change). But by the mid- 1930s, Hitler refugees were transforming it into a politi-
cal movement in a hurry, backed by much non- Jewish liberal sympathy.31

Bennett believed that in essence the refugee problem could not possibly 
have been solved in Palestine alone, except by military force such as was 
later imposed by the Israelis. Britain and the USA should have taken in 
‘a comparable proportion’ of refugees themselves. It became inevitable 
that there would be injustice as the Zionists pressed their claims. As early 
as 1941, and in the context of illegal immigration, he complained that 
‘the Jews have done nothing but add to our diffi culties by propaganda 
and deeds since the war began . . . The morally censorious attitude of the 
US in general to other people’s affairs has long attracted attention, but 
when it is coupled with unscrupulous Zionist “sob- stuff” and misrepre-
sentation, it is very hard to bear.’32 As far as he was concerned, Zionism 
had developed into something ‘totalitarian, militaristic and National 
Socialist’ in outlook, quite different from Weizmann’s intentions.33 JSB 
became a formidable, even intemperate, critic of proposals for parti-
tion. In a strikingly bold analysis in October 1946 he challenged the CO 
orthodoxy about this: ‘Partition means that, having used our period as 
mandatory to allow squatters to occupy the premises placed in our trust, 
we withdraw leaving them in legal possession of the ground- fl oor fl at, 
and the original residents in a state of considerable congestion upstairs.’ 
Partition, he predicted, would not be fi nal: ‘The Jews will only accept it, 
if at all, as a step towards something further; so far as they are concerned, 
it will be no more fi nal than Hitler’s successive “last territories” claims in 
Europe.’ The case for partition appeared to be based primarily on being 
the policy most acceptable to Jews. But if – he tartly observed – the basis 
of policy was to be what Zionism, backed by the sanction of armed force, 
would accept, then it seemed a waste of time to examine any further what 
moral commitments there might be ‘in any other direction’.34 However, 
as Zionist sympathisers, Sir George Gater (permanent under- secretary, 
1939–47) and Creech Jones (secretary of state, 1946–50) were not to be 
moved from their preference for partition.

Palestine was, as Bennett saw it, an acute problem created by 
European ‘imperialism’. It agitated the whole Middle East because it 
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appeared that the Arab majority was deprived of self- government and 
self- determination in the interests of a European colonial settler minor-
ity. This might be a rapidly growing one, but that only made it worse, 
and thus harder with every passing year ‘to create elementary self-
 governing institutions in the country’. The mandate bequeathed only ‘a 
political vacuum’, which the Jews would fi ll.35

Bennett was determined to try to see that the British government did 
not create a similar problem in North Africa and the Horn by allowing 
‘power politics’ to engineer the return of some of its colonies to Italy 
and Italian settlers, even in the form of trusteeship. This would be ‘a 
logical and political absurdity’, cynically disregarding the interests of the 
inhabitants, which ought to determine the outcome.36 He worked closely 
with Cohen in drafting several Cabinet papers. They argued for the 
uni fi ca tion of the Somali territories as a way of heading the Italians off, 
and rectifying ‘the mistakes of the nineteenth century’ with its arbitrary 
boundaries. They were to be disappointed over ‘Greater Somalia’ (until 
independence was granted, that is), but were more successful in setting 
Libya on the path to speedy independence, despite what JSB called the 
defeatist and timid ‘negative opportunism of the Foreign Offi ce’.37 He 
saw Libya as a practical test- case of British high- minded words about 
promoting colonial self- government. Britain, he wrote, was under 
growing international pressure for rapid political advancement to inde-
pendence, which in 1946 was not really in the realm of practical politics 
for many African territories, thus obliging planning to move fairly slowly, 
at the price of increasing criticism. But he believed it was feasible for 
Libya. Bennett applied his historical lessons from the Middle East. What 
had happened in Egypt and Iraq after the First World War ‘should be 
suffi cient warning of the demerits of excessive caution and of waiting to 
have statements about independence extracted from us by local revolt 
and/or outside pressure’. Libya was ‘fundamentally an Arab country’, 
and should be treated within the framework of an Arab- friendly Middle 
Eastern policy. Thus the British government should ‘recognise the inevi-
table’ and cash in on it in good time by boldly taking the initiative in 
promoting Libyan independence.

When Cyprus became part of his remit from the middle of 1947, he 
immediately began to apply his historical perspectives and principles of 
‘logic and morality’, urging that policy towards it should be seen as part 
of an overall Middle Eastern strategy. The fundamental weakness of the 
British position in Cyprus was that it ‘did not rest on any moral founda-
tion’. There was ‘no real moral basis for administration in the sense in 
which a moral basis for the state is understood in the democratic coun-
tries of the West’. This weakness could only be removed by giving the 
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people of Cyprus a share in making the laws and infl uencing the actions 
of the executive. To deny an educated European community self-
 determination solely on the grounds of Western defence and strategic 
needs was little different from the Soviet grip on the Baltic states – not 
an observation that endeared him to his superiors. The right of Cypriots 
to self- determination he believed ought to have been self- evident, not 
something they should have to prove; and as a Crown Colony it was after 
1948 in a fl agrantly exposed position as ‘an anachronism without parallel 
for thousands of miles in any direction’. The complexities of the problem 
were not being addressed in ‘a serious or rigorous way’.38

He was sceptical about the strategic argument for the retention of 
Cyprus, at least as it stood in 1947. The defence of the Middle East in 
war would, he argued, depend not on the possession of Cyprus, ‘but on 
the degree of friendly relations which we succeed in maintaining with 
independent Arab states in peace’. Authoritarian imperial rule in Cyprus 
was a handicap in the cold war. Nor was he as dismissive of Enosis as 
most of his colleagues. Interestingly, he thought its emotional appeal 
was a direct result of the authoritarian and repressive British regime, its 
lofty haughtiness, silly and stuffy provincialism, and offi cials ‘morbidly 
sensitive to criticism’. Enosis was thus ‘inherent in our administration’, 
and it was, he added in an impressive comment, ‘no good ignoring and 
complaining’ about ‘the deeply embedded general attitude of mind of 
a whole nation’.39 He was even prepared to admit that in the long run 
union with Greece might be the only satisfactory political solution. It 
would at least be better than the permanent hostility of the Cypriots, 
and their Greek and Arab neighbours (but this was before the rise of 
Turkish militancy on the issue).40 He drew the parallel – inevitable after 
1948 – with Palestine. By 1951 this led him to a chilling prediction: ‘The 
Cypriots are not, on past form, the fi ghters the Palestian Jews proved to 
be, but if that should ever change, the parallel would become even more 
gloomy.’41 And so it proved to be.

The direction of Cyprus policy increasingly disturbed him. He was 
appalled – and he was not alone – when the ministerial Commonwealth 
Affairs Committee in December 1947 rejected a proposed constitution 
(surprisingly acceptable to Cypriot communists), which would reserve 
to the imperial government defence, foreign affairs, and protection of 
minorities. The committee refused all constitutional advance and sug-
gested that Cypriot politicians could be diverted into local municipal 
government.42 Bennett’s consternation made him seem rather pompous, 
perhaps: ‘I admit to being a little puzzled personally by the strength of 
the ministerial reaction against any concessions, even mild ones, towards 
self- government in Cyprus, coming within a few days of the signature of 
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an extremely liberal treaty with Iraq, which lies in the same strategic zone 
and is quite as important strategically.’ In his view, ministers had not 
behaved with logic any more than with morality. He was convinced that 
the situation would now deteriorate; and as to local government, that 
was all very well, but village councils were not a realistic training for a 
central legislature, and municipal politicians had shown ‘no tendency to 
forget Enosis in their absorption with municipal drainage: very much the 
contrary’.43 He continued to regard the decision of December 1947 as a 
lost opportunity. Another frustration was what he saw as the disastrous 
governorship of Sir Arthur Wright (1949–54). Again, he was not alone 
in this, but no one else was so outspoken. He scornfully denounced the 
‘folly and impracticability’ of Wright’s policy of hard- line repression. He 
dismissed Wright’s claim that the Cypriot majority would really like and 
accept a ‘strong policy’ and all would be well if only he could have the 
power to lock up a few agitators. This was ‘the familiar talk of harassed 
colonial governors everywhere in the last half- century, not least in Egypt 
and Palestine’; yet such a line in Palestine in 1937 had seriously increased 
the scale of the Arab revolt. Was no one learning the lessons? Wright, 
he urged, should be replaced ‘by a governor with the Mountbatten 
touch’, someone who might be able to ‘bounce’ (Miss Fisher’s term) the 
Cypriots and the government into accepting the 1947 proposed constitu-
tion. He kept repeating this: ‘In view of Sir A. Wright’s infl exible resolve 
that Cypriots should not be encouraged to think, because all thoughts 
are dangerous thoughts, I fear I see no hope of progress on this subject 
until we have a new governor.’44

Bennett’s views of other colonial problems – so far as I have been able 
to uncover them – may be dealt with more briefl y. Predictably, he was 
opposed to the proposed integration of Malta into the United Kingdom, 
not so much on the usual ground of objections to its fi nancial cost and 
potential for friction, as on that of geopolitical anachronism and logic: 
‘If after 150 years the Navy has now little further use for Malta, it would 
seem an odd moment to choose to link the Island permanently with this 
country by some form of incorporation’ (1955).45 He made an important 
contribution in 1956, when, during the last stages of decolonisation for 
the Gold Coast, he held his nerve when all about him (from Secretary of 
State Lennox- Boyd downwards) were losing theirs. He was satisfi ed that 
Arden- Clarke as governor ‘can still read the scene correctly’, that the dif-
ferences with Nkrumah were in fact very narrow; there was accordingly 
no case for delay.46 He vetoed a last- minute attempt to write human 
rights into the Ghanaian constitution, because the CO could not within 
three or four weeks and amid many preoccupations solve a problem 
‘whose satisfactory solution has evaded the cleverest brains of three 
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continents during the century and a half since the American Revolution’. 
Rather than botch it they should leave it alone.47 Always alert to oppor-
tunities to speak up for the wishes of indigenous communities, in 1946 
when a century of ‘white raja’ rule was being terminated in Sarawak, he 
was anxious that the new regime under CO control should conform to 
UN principles of trusteeship and should initiate a progressive policy.48

Furthermore, he supported the desire of the Ewe peoples (split between 
British and French Togoland and the Gold Coast) for unifi cation. He 
complained that the French refusal to consider this was ‘completely rigid 
and unrealistic’. He believed that the Ewe question raised fundamental 
issues of African policy. Africans were at ‘a most critical stage of their 
evolution’ and it would be madness to arouse their suspicion and hostil-
ity. Britain should side with the wishes of the inhabitants and look to its 
international reputation, as against friendship and collaboration with 
France. Not everyone in the CO agreed with him about this.49 Later he 
wondered what to do with the Gambia. Some status short of sovereign 
independence might be considered: perhaps the country would become, 
in his sardonic phrase, ‘a sort of black Gibraltar’.50 Ever alive to the need 
to face up to situations before they became acute problems, as early as 
the summer of 1945 he was drawing attention to the diffi culties with 
Indian immigration and settlement in Kenya and Uganda, and earned 
Cohen’s approval for doing so.51 On wider issues, he signalled the need 
for caution over adopting human rights policies generated by the UN’s 
‘rather wild and woolly body’ on the subject. A code based too closely 
on advanced European notions might ‘expose our colonial fl ank’, but he 
saw the attractions of occupying ‘the high moral ground’ and ‘dishing 
the Soviets’.52 The politics of aid policy reveals once again his insistence 
on logically coherent approaches. Logically, he wrote, only aid given 
disinterestedly without strings was effective – but this was increasingly 
an unpopular view, and one particularly rejected in the Foreign Offi ce.53 
JSB was delighted with Macmillan’s ‘wind of change’ speech, and 
ensured that copies of it were circulated as widely as possible to govern-
ment departments and the Colonial Service; it was soon being quoted 
and invoked in many different contexts.54

It was JSB’s misfortune to be stuck for most of the years of his prime 
with the Falklands, and, moreover, the Falklands in a relatively quies-
cent period. They were so unimportant in British policy in the 1960s that 
they were quite literally off the map, omitted from the ‘diagrammatic 
map of British interests overseas’ prepared by the the FCO research 
department in 1969.55 He had little patience with the inhabitants, who 
were ‘European colonial settlers’. Their political sense had atrophied, he 
thought, and they had let things slip into a ‘sorry state’ by their apathy 
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and prickly unwillingness to take a responsible and constructive part 
in managing their own affairs. He waspishly suggested that they would 
benefi t from ‘a period of mismanagement’ run by their elected represent-
atives, or ‘by as many of them as they would bother to elect’. Equally he 
rejected the validity of Argentina’s claims, and believed the Argentinians 
did not really ‘care two- pence about actually administering the Islands, 
and simply want to paint them [their] colour on the map’.56 This led 
him to propose ‘leaseback’ as a way of resolving the deadlock. In return 
for ceding sovereignty, Argentina would grant the UK a long lease with 
the exclusive right of administration. This should give Argentina what it 
most wanted, a title- deed, and provide Britain with ‘a transitional gener-
ation during which the practical status quo remains but everybody knows 
that it is coming to an end when the old people are dead’. It sounds 
plausible, and something similar operated for Hong Kong, but whether 
it would really have worked is uncertain.57 The Falklands War in 1982 
killed the idea. Bennett’s private lament then was, ‘If only Attlee had had 
time to decolonise the Falklands, while nobody would have noticed!’58 
(See Plate 9.2.)

IV

If John Bennett has a claim to some historical signifi cance, it is largely 
because he presents us with an alternative scenario for the management 
of decolonisation. If his approach and ideas had been allowed to prevail, 
the whole process would have moved more briskly. There would cer-
tainly have been some advantages for Britain in this – no Falklands War, 
for example. He saw earlier and more clearly than almost anybody that 
the dictates of logic and morality, to say nothing of economic reality, 
meant that the empire had to be comprehensively ended.

His most detailed examination of fundamental general principles was 
in a memorandum entitled ‘International aspects of colonial policy, 
1947’. Dated 14 April 1947, it was written in the context of impending 
Indian independence, the notifi cation to the USA that Britain could 
no longer fulfi l its responsibilities in the Middle East and would refer 
the Palestine question to the UN, and, economically, the convertibility 
crisis. His immediate aim was to clarify the line to be taken in the UN 
discussions of trusteeship and other colonial matters. Its argument – 
highly signifi cant to his whole philosophy of late colonial rule – may be 
summarised as follows.59

Bennett’s starting point was that the UK was ‘seriously weakened eco-
nomically and in manpower’, so if the pace of political development was 
to continue to be set by economic and social development, it was bound 
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to be slow, and this would not be generally acceptable to politically con-
scious dependent peoples. Britain was no longer effectively in control of 
this sociological experiment, because of the vulnerable gap between the 
magnitude of the programme set by the idea of ‘colonial development 
and welfare’ and the practical ability, fi nancial resources, and man-
power to carry it out. Resources on the major scale required could not 
be diverted to the colonies for the foreseeable future. The chances of an 
impoverished empire being able to carry through ‘controlled economic 
and social development of the colonies within the time which political cir-
cumstances will allow appear to be distinctly questionable’ (emphasis in 
his original). Basic assumptions must therefore be reconsidered. Unless 
the pace of political advancement was accelerated, ‘there is a risk that 
internal and external pressures may break the “controlled experiment” 
before it is completed, which would obviously be the worst of all conclu-
sions from the point of view of the colonial peoples themselves’. Britain 
was vulnerable from two directions: from the ‘indigestible colonial intel-
ligentsia’, and from the international pressures opposed to the continu-
ance of colonial empires.

This combination of pressures was now more than the UK was in 
a position to resist indefi nitely. Britain was no longer in control of the 
timetable for political advancement in the colonies. ‘Time has, there-
fore, become the dominant factor.’ Hanging on until pressures were 
overwhelming would be entirely negative, and British policy had to 
be brought into line with the realities. The best and most positive way 
forward would be ‘to liquidate as rapidly and satisfactorily as possible 
those communities which are likely to become untenable, to beat a 
strategic retreat to shorter and more defensible lines (both territorially 
and functionally), and as a condition of the manoeuvre to seek to fortify 
ourselves with the maximum practicable United States support’. The 
outstanding colonial commitments in those regions exposed to the great-
est international pressure, those in the Middle East, North Africa, and 
South- East Asia, should be wound up as rapidly as possible. Instead, 
groups of independent states would be created, associated with Western 
powers by community of interests and treaties. ‘By facing the dominant 
modern political issue, such a policy would offer the best chance, in 
the long run, of preserving Western friendship and infl uence in those 
regions.’

His analysis concluded with some specifi c recommendations. Britain 
should support ‘an autonomist settlement’ for Libya, and run up as 
quickly as possible the framework of independence for Malaya, bypass-
ing traditional intervening constitutional stages. ‘This does not mean 
an ideally good or stable government (it would probably be neither 
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– compare India), simply any structure that would just work.’ The 
apparently ‘annexationist’ arrangements in Sarawak and Borneo should 
be reversed. Tropical Africa would then become the core of the ‘colonial 
problem’ proper, though there could be ‘no doubt of the necessity for the 
continuation of external guidance in some form for a continued period’. 
Policies for the Pacifi c islands would be developed in a similar ‘but minor 
key’. His new strategy would impose two broad objectives for Africa:

(a) to devise a means of tapping American resources in order to accelerate the 
pace of economic and social development, at the price of admitting some degree 
of United States infl uence in policy generally;
(b) to accelerate the pace of political development, parallel with (a), by making 
maximum use of the small minority of educated Africans, at the price of some 
lowering of standards of administration.

The United States would of course need to be convinced that such 
involvement was in its own interests. Bennett was not in favour of collab-
oration with other European powers, seen as less enlightened. Instead, he 
suggested that regional agencies promoting development should be set 
up, broadly on the pattern of the Middle East Supply Centre in 1943–4, 
superintended by resident British regional authorities, perhaps with an 
advisory body of Africans. Finally, he urged that the proposals before 
the African Governors’ Conference (November 1947) on constitutional 
progress would need to be rapidly carried out ‘and perhaps extended’.

Although JSB was unaware of it, his proposals for immediate disen-
gagement from the Middle East bore an uncanny resemblance to Attlee’s 
radical reappraisal of 1945–6. Since the prime minister was unable to get 
his views accepted, it is hardly surprising that Bennett’s memorandum 
was also pigeon- holed.60 The parliamentary under- secretary of state, 
Ivor Bulwer Thomas, found it ‘very stimulating’, even if every paragraph 
‘invited rejoinder’, but it was never put before Creech Jones.

V

Bennett’s memorandum on colonial policy was by any standard a notable 
state- paper. But when he followed it up almost immediately with another 
formidable analysis, this time of the Cyprus problem, he at once ran into 
criticism. Trafford Smith – not a man to cross – pounced upon him for 
speculating ‘far beyond what is legitimate for us in the Colonial Offi ce’ 
and for trying to plan policy ‘on a procrustean bed of logic and coher-
ence’, wrong in principle, misconceived and unworkable in practice, 
‘an analytical “Latin” point of view, the sort of thing French and Jews, 
but not Anglo- Saxons might do’. (JSB’s response was, ‘I realised that 
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I was committing an awfully un- British thing in writing this memo!’)61 
At about this time, Sir George Gater called in Kenneth Robinson – and 
probably other colleagues too – and asked for his opinion of Bennett. 
Kenneth Robinson replied that Bennett, though undoubtedly brilliant, 
seemed to have diffi culty in working within the parameters of a profes-
sional framework, so that if called upon to write a minute on a specifi c 
issue he was likely to produce a memorandum saying the whole policy 
was wrong.62

Brian Simpson offers the following judgment: Bennett was ‘a person 
of the highest intellectual ability [and] something of an iconoclast’, who 
‘consistently comes across as willing to look critically at departmental 
dogmas. Perhaps that was why he never rose to the top of the institu-
tion.’63 It is certainly the case that JSB had the obstinacy and scornful 
disdain of the man who knew he was right, and that those who patron-
ised him were wrong. He was never afraid to use words like absurd, 
ridiculous, and fatuous of policies with which he disagreed. He could 
not keep his opinions to himself, such as his disapproval of Sir Hilton 
Poynton and Sir John Martin.

An Offi ce Rottweiler had his uses of course. He had the reputation 
of being the only civil servant able to stand up to a bully like Duncan 
Sandys (secretary of state, 1962–4) and tell him he was wrong.64 But 
essentially JSB was perceived as not a man for accommodation, consen-
sus, or compromise, all necessary attributes, perhaps, for someone to 
take the presiding top position. Pragmatic colleagues were disconcerted 
by his habit of exposing ‘logical and moral absurdities’. He was seen as 
unable to take criticism, unable to get on with certain sorts of people, 
and too anti- Zionist. He was spoken of as infl exible, accused of lacking 
judgment. Too clever by half, he understood perhaps more than was 
good for him. And yet I do not think intellectual arrogance and manage-
ment style alone can explain his failure to reach the top.

‘Extremely clever . . . but defi nitely lower- middle class.’65 This assess-
ment by his college tutor, Frank Salter, would almost certainly have been 
echoed by the mandarins of the Colonial Offi ce. Salter was devastatingly 
clear about what he meant. Lower- middle class people like the Bennetts 
might be highly intelligent, sometimes even of ‘very good stock’, but they 
lacked a naturally distinguished or impressive presence, were defi cient 
in savoir faire, in instinctive tact and refi nement, graceful and polished 
manners.66 JSB in the CO saw no reason to modify his ‘lower- middle-
 classness’ any more than he had in Cambridge, but he spent his career 
in an essentially public school world. In 1939, 89 per cent of all entrants 
to the administrative civil service came from public schools, a robust 
social group with its own rigid and arcane codes of what was done and 
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not done, deeply unforgiving of behaviour it disapproved of.67 Even 
so, a lower- middle class background need not inevitably have blocked 
John’s promotion, if he had been prepared to follow his brother Ralph’s 
strategy of emollient assimilation, as indeed his chum Jack Beddoe seems 
successfully to have done (p. 271 above). Ralph had an equally edgy, 
ingrained dislike of all ‘establishments’, an intense suspicion of all those 
who might think themselves better than other folk simply because they 
had power and infl uence to deploy; but Ralph had a less abrasive and 
less egocentric appreciation of how to ‘play the system’.68 The obvious 
social chip on John’s shoulder made it harder to overlook his physical 
appearance. Thin, blond, foxy, slight of frame and neither tall nor hand-
some, John Bennett was to the more patrician Hilton Poynton as a Hutu 
peasant to a Tutsi chief. He simply did not look the part of the archetypal 
Whitehall mandarin or colonial governor, and crucially, therefore, might 
be thought unable to command the respect of the Colonial Service.

The merger with the Foreign Offi ce was the fi nal blow to Bennett’s 
chances of promotion. He did not get on with FO types at all.69 He 
disliked and distrusted the suave certainties of diplomats, and he con-
temptuously rejected absolutely their commitment to social hierarchy 
and a conservatively defi ned ‘national interest’, and the priority they 
gave to good relations with foreign countries. They had little time for the 
interests of non- Europeans and the lofty ideals of trusteeship.70 He was 

Plate 9.1 John Bennett in 1981.
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Plate 9.2 John Bennett: extracts from two letters to the author. The 
fi rst was dated 27 January 1982, and the second 20 June 1982, one 
week after the end of the Falklands War. Source: Magdalene College 
Archives, F/OMP/IV/24.
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not much interested in Europe. But he could have been of the greatest 
value in developing FCO policies for the Middle East during the diffi cult 
years of disengagement from Aden and the Persian Gulf, and the 1967 
war. Instead his talents were wasted with fretting over a scatter of ‘rocks 
and islands’,71 before taking early retirement.72

VI

Certain themes emerge clearly from Bennett’s analysis of the problems 
of post- war imperial rule and the demission of power. He believed fun-
damentally that the British were trustees and that it was right to enable 
people to rule themselves if they possibly could. He believed that British 
policy had to be set in the international context, respect the resolutions 
of the United Nations, and invoke help from the USA where practicable. 
He was sceptical of the CO euphoria about superintending a benefi -
cent ‘controlled colonial revolution’, because of Britain’s overstretched 
resources and shortage of money to commit to development and welfare, 
and because of the increasing pressure of nationalist aspirations and 
international criticism. Britain could no longer control the timetable: 
‘Time has, therefore, become the dominant factor.’ Even if his colleagues 
did not always share his passion for ‘morality and logic’, historians are 
likely to agree that he had a sound appreciation of the underlying realities 
and dynamics of decolonisation.

John Bennett’s upbringing, intelligence, historical studies, and Arab 
contacts had brought him to see by the spring of 1947 that Britain was 
doomed as a great power, ‘and therefore we must get out quick every-
where’. It was not until after the Accra riots in the Gold Coast a year 
later that the rest of the CO offi cials started to realise this too, and not 
until after Suez in 1956 that the politicians and the country at large also 
began to see it. Years later, asked by historians how he explained the 
slowness of the British approach to decolonisation, he replied, ‘Because 
people’s minds don’t move fast, do they? That’s what history is about.’ 
This may seem a somewhat odd observation, but it certainly suggests he 
thought he had superior powers of discernment. His colleague Aaron 
Emanuel at the same symposium recalled that ‘we didn’t occupy our 
minds . . . with the forthcoming demission of the colonial empire’. If so, 
then JSB was the exception which proves the rule.73
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give much help on the class issue in the civil service, because insuffi ciently 
precise on the ‘lower- middle class’ as a group (as opposed to what he calls 
the ‘lower end’ of the middle class), while ‘higher’ civil servants are not 
isolated from civil servants en masse. What does emerge, however, is that 
the situation changed rapidly from c.1970, when grammar school products 
began to rise rapidly.

66 Magdalene College Archives, H/FRS/Bennett, J.S., and Bennett, R.F. 
(1932–3). Salter was a Gurney- Salter, son of the offi cial shorthand writer 
to Parliament, and educated at St Paul’s School. He was not a historian of 
any particular distinction, but a valued teaching member of the Cambridge 
History Faculty. On his retirement as a university lecturer in 1952, at a dinner 
in his honour, his friend Prof. G.M. Trevelyan said, ‘If you want to see a true 
English Liberal, look at Frank Salter. If you want to see a true English gentle-
man, look at Frank Salter. And then you will realise the profound historical 
truth that there is no difference between a true English Liberal and a true 
English gentleman’ (oral tradition).

67 For class issues and values in the Colonial Offi ce and the Colonial Service, 
see I.F. Nicolson and C.A. Hughes, ‘A provenance of proconsuls: British 
colonial governors, 1900–1960’, JICH, vol. 4 (1975), pp. 77–102; J.M. Lee, 
Colonial development and good government, 1939–1964 (Oxford, 1967), pp. 
2, 284–5; and A.H.M. Kirk- Greene, Britain’s imperial administrators, 1858–
1966 (2000), esp. pp. 12–22, 290. In a discussion with Professor Mansergh 
in 1961 about hide- bound ‘establishments’ and institutional tensions, he 
told me about a CO permanent under- secretary who refused to acknowledge 
the secretary of state’s ‘good morning’, adding that he, Mansergh, was ‘glad 
to say the colonial secretary never gave up’. Being Mansergh, he would not 
reveal names, but the most likely are Sir George Gater (see above, pp. 277, 
285), a Wykehamist through and through, and George Hall, the Labour 
minister from a Welsh elementary school.

68 Compare Ralph Bennett’s outburst, ‘Masters, professors, bishops: damn 
them all!’, quoted in Magdalene College Magazine, no. 46 (2001–2), p. 16 
(obituary).

69 Ralph Bennett to the author, 3 August 1990.
70 See, for example, his scathing remarks about R.J.D. Scott Fox (FO Middle 

East department, 1944–9, and later ambassador to Chile) that Scott Fox 
made no secret of his contempt for all ‘colonial’ peoples and ‘is the kind of 
man who would always put the interests of diplomatic convenience fi rst’; 
Scott Fox, he felt, was ‘somewhat shaken’ when JSB told him on the tele-
phone that his paper on the ex- Italian colonies was ‘incredibly muddled and 
inaccurate’ (CO 537/2087, minute, 18 July 1947). JSB would have loved 
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James Hacker’s aphorism ‘The Foreign Offi ce is a hotbed of cold feet’, and 
the idea that the FO believed ‘Our job is to get along with other countries. 
People have said a lot of unpleasant things about the Foreign Offi ce but no 
one has ever accused us of patriotism’ (J. Lynn and A. Jay, eds., ‘Yes, prime 
minister’: the diaries of James Hacker, MP (1987), pp. 183, 226).

71 Mary Bennett to the author, 9 October 1992: ‘it was all so glum and hopeless 
and made him so morose’. Gibraltar dogged him: it was in the Mediterranean 
department when JSB was there, and then transferred to the South Atlantic 
department when he had charge of that for the last six years of his service. 
In 1948 Attlee had fl own a troublesome kite by asking that the Greek city-
 state model should be considered for it, amalgamating the city council and 
the  legislature. Miss Fisher (well versed in ancient history) dismissed the 
idea, and JSB added that there was no useful parallel in the medieval city 
states, which were ‘also sovereign, highly complex and not very good’ (CO 
91/536/4, minutes, 3 and 6 August 1948).

72 Retirement was to an extent moulded by the fact that Mary Bennett had 
become principal of St Hilda’s College in Oxford (1965–80). He coached 
the boat for St Hilda’s (all women), played the viol and stimulated music 
in the college, fussed over their cats, and researched into the obscurer bits 
of sixteenth-  and seventeenth- century musicology and recusant history. It 
sounds rather eccentric, but his commitments were genuine. He developed a 
passion for English seventeenth- century consort music, and particularly for 
Gibbons. In 1977 he published an article which successfully established the 
main outlines of the biography of Richard Mico (c.1590–1661), a neglected 
composer but highly regarded in his own day. He edited some of his music, 
wrote the entry for the (New) Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (2001 
edn, vol. XVI, pp. 601–2), published scholarly papers, and generally ‘put 
Mico on the map’ (Layton Ring, The Independent, 28 August 1990). JSB also 
published an article on Fr Thomas Whitbread, the most eminent ecclesiasti-
cal victim of the so- called Popish Plot, 1679, executed and beatifi ed: ‘Who 
was Fr Thomas Whitbread?’, Recusant History (Catholic Record Society), 
vol. 16 (1982), pp. 91–8.

73 Witness Seminar, ‘Decolonisation and the Colonial Offi ce’, 12 December 
1988: see N. Owen, ed., in Contemporary British History, vol. 6 (1992), pp. 
514–15. See also P. Hennessy, Never again: Britain, 1945–1951 (1992), pp. 
223–4, using the original transcript.
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10 Winston Churchill’s fi rst years in ministerial 
offi ce, 1905–1911

[Why Churchill? There is, after all, no shortage of iconic fi gures in 
the history of the empire. My interest in him arose, unanticipated, out 
of my PhD research on the African policy of the Liberal government, 
1905–9. On my very fi rst day in the archives, sitting in the Round 
Room of the old Public Record Offi ce in Chancery Lane, amid the 
medievalists studying their court rolls, I opened with due solemnity the 
volumes of the Transvaal correspondence fi les for December 1905, in 
their magnifi cent black- and- red bindings (CO 291/87 and 88). Almost 
the fi rst interesting things I came across were memoranda and minutes 
initialled in red ink ‘W.S.C.’. I was instantly hooked.
 This chapter remixes material published as ‘At the Colonial Offi ce’, 
in Churchill: a profi le (ed. Peter Stansky, New York, 1973), and as 
a review article (‘Winston Churchill before 1914’) in the Historical 
Journal, vol. 12 (1969), on Randolph Churchill’s offi cial biography, 
Winston S. Churchill, vol. I, Youth, 1874–1900, vol. II, Young states-
man, 1901–1914 (1966, 1967). These articles were in turn based upon 
a lecture to the Historical Association (Cambridge Branch), on 22 
January 1965; Churchill died two days later. Detailed comment on the 
biography is omitted here.]

Pen at the ready, Churchill sat down at his desk (as the Liberal govern-
ment’s parliamentary under- secretary of state) in the Colonial Offi ce for 
the fi rst time on 14 December 1905, and started to write comments on 
the fi les, determined to make his mark.

I

Within a couple of weeks he had completed his fi rst state- paper. 
Modestly entitled ‘A note upon the Transvaal Constitution as estab-
lished by Letters Patent’, it addressed the burning question of the hour, 
and it was designed to steer his superiors towards a decision in favour of 
granting responsible self- government.1 And this is what he wrote:

The vital and fundamental issue is this: who is to govern the Transvaal . . . The 
question is grave . . . The late government have determined defi nitely to abandon 
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. . . one practical and defensible position, viz, Crown Colony Government . . . 
When one crest line is abandoned it is necessary to retire to the next. Halting at 
a ‘half- way house’ midway in the valley is fatal. What is the next defensible posi-
tion? I submit that it will not now be possible to deny the Transvaal a representa-
tive Assembly with an Executive responsible thereto.

He pointed out that responsible government would be demanded with 
‘ever increasing vehemence’, while the metropolitan government would 
already have surrendered all that was necessary to enable the rest to be 
extorted:

In the end, which may come quite soon, the Lyttelton Constitution will be rec-
ognised as unworkable, and we, or our successors, will be forced to concede full 
responsible self- government. The control of events will then have largely passed 
from our hands. We may not be able, without the employment of force, to pre-
scribe the electoral basis of the new Constitution, or even to reserve the functions 
necessary to the maintenance of public order and the King’s authority. What we 
might have given with courage and distinction, both at home and in South Africa, 
upon our own terms, in the hour of our strength, will be jerked and twisted from 
our hands – without grace of any kind – not perhaps without humiliation – at a 
time when the government may be greatly weakened, and upon terms in the set-
tlement of which we shall have only a nominal infl uence.

This was a classic statement of the primary principle in political conduct 
for the Victorian and Edwardian ruling elite, the principle of timely 
concession to retain an ultimate control. Churchill regarded it as indis-
pensable that Britain should itself prescribe the basis of the responsible 
constitution whenever it did come, ‘so to shape our policy as to keep the 
British party well together, and so to frame the Constitution as to give it 
a fair chance of securing the balance of power’.

But Mr Lyttelton’s proposals will, if carried out, have the effect, fi rst of dividing 
the British party . . . into Responsibles and Progressives, secondly, of putting 
the Transvaal Government into a large minority, and thirdly, converting the 
Legislative Assembly into a kind of constituent body, which will begin by agitat-
ing the demand for responsible government, and very possibly proceed to dictate 
its exact basis. In all this the beau rôle is assigned to the Boers, who, in their exer-
tions for responsible government, are admittedly voicing the opinions of men 
outside their own party organisation, and appear as the champions of the Colony 
as a whole; while the Imperial Government can only fall back to that foundation 
of mere force from which we have laboriously endeavoured to raise it.

The paper combines a freshness of presentation with a fi rm grasp of 
purely British interests. Military metaphor, which Churchill frequently 
used for major matters, was seldom employed more appositely than in 
the opening passage here, or made so integral to the argument. The 
ruthless logic, the foresight, the polished phrases, the arresting words 
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(jerked, twisted, humiliation), the favourite thematic words (courage, 
grace) – all these features stamp it unmistakably as a memorable piece 
of Churchilliana. Here is Churchill at his best, expressing the thoughts 
of older colleagues better than they could themselves. This superlative 
passage reads like the work of the years when he was an elder statesman, 
yet it was written when he was a mere under- secretary who had held 
political offi ce for only three weeks.

After this impressive ministerial debut, which received a great deal of 
praise, an emboldened Churchill turned his attention in particular to 
Nigeria. He launched an attack on Lord Lugard’s methods in the north: 
‘Nigeria seems to be a sort of sultry Russia,’ British responsibilities were 
‘serious, indefi nite and ever- expanding’ – and ought to be diminished, 
or at least re- examined:

I am inclined to the opinion that we should withdraw from a very large portion 
of the territories which we now occupy nominally, but really disturb without 
governing; and that we should concentrate our resources upon the railway and 
economic development of the more settled and accessible riparian or maritime 
regions . . . I see no reason why our occupation should be made immediately 
effective up to the French frontier line; or why these savage tribes should not 
be allowed to eat each other without restraint, until some much more suitable 
opportunity than the present shall arise for ‘pacifying’ them. At present we are 
simply drifting along upon the current of military enterprise and administrative 
ambition.2

Lugard played into his hands when on 31 December 1905 the Munshi, 
the only large and important grouping which had never been ‘pacifi ed’, 
burned down the Niger Company’s station at Abinsi, and the River 
Benué was closed to navigation. Lugard proposed reprisals and a puni-
tive expedition. Churchill was perturbed:

We are about to be committed to operations of indefi nite character and consider-
able extent without any substantial information . . .
 Of course, if the peace and order of the Colony depends on a vigorous offen-
sive we must support him with all our hearts. But the chronic bloodshed which 
stains the West African seasons is odious and disquieting. Moreover the whole 
enterprise is liable to be misrepresented by persons unacquainted with Imperial 
terminology as the murdering of natives and stealing of their lands. HMG seems 
to have only a nominal control over these grave matters, and yet has to bear the 
direct responsibility. I do not think we ought to enter upon these expeditions 
lightly or as a matter of course.3

These vigorous and scathing minutes are the kind of thing ministers 
often tend to write on taking offi ce, hoping iconoclasm will get them 
noticed, a practice which tends to diminish with experience. The secre-
tary of state, Lord Elgin, put things into perspective: of course they must 
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be consulted and given full information, but ‘we engaged in the game of 
grab in the African continent and we cannot escape the consequences, 
of which this is one’. But he agreed it would be better to make punitive 
measures less aggressive.

Policies for South Africa and for Nigeria were prominent issues, and 
Churchill contributed cogently to the discussion. A few months later, 
however, and he was penning something rather different. It is the third 
piece of his writing I want to analyse.

After a usurpation of twenty years’ duration, Sekgoma had been 
removed from the Batawana chieftainship in Ngamiland, Bechuanaland. 
His suspension from offi ce was in accordance with the wishes of the 
great majority of the people, among whom he had the reputation of 
being a bad character, whom they wished to replace by the legitimate 
chief Mathibi, who was now twenty- four. As Sekgoma was not taking his 
deprivation quietly, he was put into detention. The high commissioner, 
Lord Selborne, thought that he should be deported to avoid a general 
disturbance. Only Churchill saw fi t to question this recommendation, 
and he did so fi ercely:

We cannot imprison him or deport him without fl at violation of every solid 
principle of British justice. As at present advised I could not undertake even to 
attempt a defence of the lawless deportation of an innocent man upon an infor-
mal lettre de cachet. If we are going to embark on this sort of law- breaking and 
autocratic action, where are we going to stop? What kind of injustice is there that 
would not be covered by precedents of this kind? If we are going to take men 
who have committed no crime, and had no trial, and condemn them to life- long 
imprisonment and exile in the name of ‘State policy’ why stop there? Why not 
poison Sekgoma by some painless drug? No argument, that will justify his depor-
tation to the Seychelles, will not also sustain his removal to a more sultry clime. 
If we are to employ medieval processes, at least let us show medieval courage and 
thoroughness. Think of the expense that would be saved. A dose of laudanum, 
costing at the outside fi ve shillings, is all that is required. There would be no 
cost of maintenance, no charges for transportation, no legal diffi culties, no need 
to apply to the Portuguese, no fear of the habeas corpus. Without the smallest 
worry or expense the peace of the Protectorate would be secured, and a ‘danger-
ous character’ obnoxious to the Government, removed.
 If however, as I apprehend, Secretary of State would be averse to this proce-
dure, the next best thing is to obey the law, and to act with ordinary morality, 
however inconvenient.

The secretary of state was very cross. He did not think it necessary to 
carry the argument so far as a fi ve- shilling dose of laudanum – so Elgin’s 
rejoinder begins. He did not mince his words. ‘This man is a savage 
– and is said to be contemplating proceedings in defi ance of all law to 
disturb the peace.’ As he saw it, the measures that had only narrowly 



 Churchill’s fi rst years in ministerial offi ce, 1905–1911  303

averted fi ghting had resulted inevitably in Sekgoma’s detention. Elgin 
ended on a militant note; he, at any rate, was ready to take his share of 
the responsibility for the preservation of peace. This responsibility was, 
of course, to a Liberal, the primary function of African government.4

This minute on Sekgoma refl ects many of Churchill’s characteristics. 
It is audacious in the extreme. Indeed, it is doubtful whether there could 
be found anywhere in the history of British government a more auda-
cious minute than this by a mere under- secretary of state. Moreover 
it reduces the argument to absurdity. On the other hand, it shows an 
awareness of the necessity of safeguarding the fundamental principles 
of British life. It is a splendidly written piece of prose. It could scarcely 
have been more carefully prepared if it had been a draft for a major 
public speech, as in fact so many of Churchill’s minutes were. It has the 
characteristic and favourite words: ‘solid’, ‘courage’, ‘sultry’. And it has 
the typical fl ash of impish humour – hell, the more sultry clime. Yet all 
this effort and brilliance had gone into an ephemeral issue of no intrinsic 
importance, at least at that date, concerning an insignifi cant and unpop-
ular usurping chief; into an issue that was properly decided on the spot. 

Plate 10.1 ‘An Elgin Marble’. ‘Bas- relief in the manner of the Parthenon 
Frieze (commonly called the Elgin Marbles). Design attributed to Mr 
W- nst- n Ch- rch- ll.’ Punch cartoon by Bernard Partridge, 25 April 
1906. Was Churchill taking over the Colonial Offi ce from Lord Elgin?
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No other minister, let alone an offi cial, would have questioned whether 
Sekgoma ought even to be in detention, or have seized upon the case in 
order to squeeze out of it issues of major principle. It is a teasing minute. 
The humour and the irony call its seriousness into question. It is, in this 
sense, irresponsible. Nobody ever contrived to get so much fun out of 
offi cial business as Churchill.

It was decided to detain Sekgoma for such period as would enable the 
young Mathibi to establish his position completely. Elgin thought that 
Sekgoma could be more easily managed in a detention compound in the 
protectorate; setting him free would certainly result in the ‘calamity of 
a breach of the peace’. He accepted Churchill’s representations so far 
as to tell Selborne that Sekgoma’s present detention was an act of state 
for which no actual legal authority existed, and so a special proclama-
tion was issued, indemnifying the offi cers who had detained him. Elgin 
also agreed to veto deportation, as too troublesome, and objectionable 
in principle. Churchill, fi nally, succeeded in adding to the despatch the 
observation that Sekgoma had not been formally condemned and that 
his power to disturb the peace might prove transitory.

II

Churchill at the Colonial Offi ce presents a curious combination of mag-
isterial statesman and mischievous schoolboy. The Pitt in him jostled 
with the Puck in him. He was just as capable of producing a rash and 
unrealistic suggestion as he was of producing a reasonable and acute 
one.5 Indeed, they could even be yoked together. To state that Southern 
Rhodesia ‘with its British population may ultimately be the weight which 
swings the balance in South Africa decisively on the side of the British 
Crown’ showed geopolitical insight. But to suggest that such an outcome 
could be forwarded by government investment in support of General 
Booth’s scheme of Salvation Army colonisation was surely a case of 
romantic rhetoric overcoming common- sense. Colonial Offi ce offi cials 
had rejected the scheme with scorn, but Churchill hit back:

General Booth is the most practical idealist the world can show today. He can 
exert forces not at the command of ordinary commercial agencies. The diffi cul-
ties of the wilderness, its loneliness and inaccessibility are not perhaps to be 
surmounted without the aid of some super- economic infl uence. I should be very 
sorry to see this plan shrivel into a polite offi cial reply.6

In deference to Churchill, politely positive enquiries were in fact made. 
But could anything be more different than Churchill’s fi rst memoran-
dum on the Transvaal, and this minute on the Rhodesian scheme? In 
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the case of Booth, Churchill’s talents were lavished ineffectually upon 
magnifying out of all proportion the importance of a very vague and 
eccentric proposal. In the case of the Transvaal constitution, his gifts 
were exercised on a matter of acknowledged high policy, with consider-
able effect. And yet he seemed to treat the two issues as equally deserving 
of attention, at least in the sense of devoting equally brilliant rhetoric to 
them. His eagerness to support Booth’s scheme suggests that he was not 
always very good at distinguishing between what was practical politics 
and what was not.

His romantic support of Booth, or of Sekgoma, also suggests that he 
had not mastered the art of coming to terms with the mundane, repeti-
tive routines of day- to- day human life. He was hardly the man for the 
humdrum round of ministerial duties. Churchill exaggerated the impor-
tance of everything he touched. Every speck on the horizon, he assumed, 
would turn out to be a Cunarder, not a cockleshell. As a result of histori-
cal instincts and histrionic tendencies, he treated too many issues indis-
criminately as matters of fundamental concern or historic signifi cance. 
If important issues did not exist he would invent them. Not even the 
work of one government department could satisfy his voracious appetite 
for involvement. He was as fruitful in producing ideas for other depart-
ments as he was for the one to which he had been allocated. He was 
congenitally incapable of relaxing, even on holiday abroad. His power of 
concentration amounted almost to obsession.

As under- secretary of state at the Colonial Offi ce he was able to make 
a defi nite contribution to the work of the department. Not all his ideas 
were equally valuable, and his recommendations had always to pass 
the acid test of Elgin’s canny common- sense and varied experience. 
Occasionally he seemed to see the right course of action more quickly 
and more clearly than others. On the parliamentary side of his duties, he 
was extraordinarily good at anticipating and representing the House of 
Commons view, even if he sometimes cleverly enlisted it upon his own 
side to fi ght a private battle. Overall, three aspects of his achievement 
may be selected as standing out.

First, there is his gift for writing arresting minutes and for expound-
ing government policy effectively in Parliament. His preoccupation with 
phrase- making left behind it a host of attractive aphorisms enlivening 
the ponderous archives of government. Some of the most trenchant 
and forceful writing of his life was done in these early minutes and 
memoranda. His skill and eloquence in the presentation and defence of 
ministerial policy in the House of Commons brought his talents in this 
direction before a much wider audience.

Secondly, despite his subordinate position, Churchill was able, by the 
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sheer power of his mind and his imagination, and by the force and per-
sistence of his rhetoric, to take a real part in the formulation of policy. He 
played his part in the Transvaal settlement, the major work of the Liberal 
government in the Edwardian empire. He provided much of the written 
analysis and argument upon which the Cabinet decisions were based and 
justifi ed. He was himself the originator of specifi c points of policy, such 
as the establishment of the Land Settlement Board. His offi cial biogra-
pher is, however, wrong to claim that he was ‘the prime mover behind 
the new Transvaal constitution’.7

Thirdly, he had a generous and sensitive, if highly paternalistic, 
sympathy for subject peoples, and a determination to see that justice 
was done to humble individuals throughout the empire. He had this 
sympathy to a degree that was rather rare among British administra-
tors, and even politicians, at this time. Human juices must be injected 
into Olympian mandarins. By vigilant reading of routine offi cial fi les he 
frequently uncovered what he thought were ‘fl at’ or ‘shocking’ viola-
tions of the elementary principles of law and justice. He insisted that the 
principles of justice, and the safeguards of judicial procedure, should be 
‘rigidly, punctiliously and pedantically’ followed.

He insisted, too, on questioning the Colonial Offi ce assumption that 
offi cials were always in the right when complaints were made against 
government by Africans or, as was more probable, by Asians. He cam-
paigned for an earnest effort to understand the feelings of subject peoples 
in being ruled by alien administrators, ‘to try to measure the weight of 
the burden they bear’. The business of a public offi cer, he maintained, 
was to serve the people he ruled. The offi cer must not forget that he was 
as much their servant, however imposing his title, as any manufacturer or 
tradesman was the servant of his customers. It was a salutary but unpop-
ular reminder. Churchill supported Hofmeyr’s8 suggestion that British 
civil servants in South Africa should learn Dutch, for if the people ‘like 
to talk to him in Volapük, he must learn Volapük. If they have a weak-
ness for Sanskrit [sic], it must become his study. By humouring them, 
and understanding them, he will be able very often to make their wishes 
and their welfare coincide.’ At the same time he was also a watchful 

Plate 10.2 Minutes by Churchill and Lord Elgin on a draft reply to a 
parliamentary question relating to the South African Constabulary in 
the Transvaal, June 1907 (CO 291/121, no.19519). Although broadly 
in agreement on the main outlines of policy, Elgin and Churchill 
had several minor disagreements. Elgin, whose minute appears in 
the right- hand margin, has drawn a line through the most important 
part of Churchill’s suggested reply dealing with the reduction of the 
Constabulary. Churchill signs himself ‘WSC’ and Elgin as ‘E’.
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champion of the interests of the Colonial Service, more narrowly con-
sidered. He defeated the threat to make marriage a disqualifi cation for 
candidates proposing to enter the civil service in Ceylon.9

In a sense, it could be argued that Churchill’s interest in the empire 
was never more than circumstantial and tangential. L.S. Amery once 
observed that Churchill’s patriotism had always been for England, rather 
than the empire or Commonwealth.10 There is a good deal of truth in 
this. It could hardly be claimed that Churchill’s Colonial Offi ce days left 
an indelible mark on all his future political development. His interest in 
the empire never absorbed him entirely at the Colonial Offi ce, and it may 
indeed have been very nearly exhausted by it. At any rate, he had already 
begun to devote much thought to domestic problems. When he refl ected 
upon the ‘fi ne homogeneous’ majority conferred by the electoral victory 
of 1906 he dwelt chiefl y upon its signifi cance for domestic legislation: ‘I 
do not suppose we are likely to attain the millennium; but a few Big Acts 
by way of instalment ought certainly to be put on the Statute Book.’11

A speech at Glasgow on 11 October 1906 marks his emergence as a 
social reformer. Starting from the proposition that ‘the whole tendency 
of civilisation’ was towards the ‘multiplication of the collective functions 
of society’, he wished to see ‘the State embark on various novel and 
adventurous experiments’, increasingly assuming the position of ‘the 
reserve employer of labour’. He much regretted that they had not got the 
railways in state hands. He looked forward to the ‘universal establish-
ment of minimum standards of life and labour’. The state must mitigate 
the consequences of failure in the struggle for existence and ‘spread a net 
over the abyss’.12

These thoughts were always at the back of his mind while he was at the 
Colonial Offi ce. In this post, Churchill was much more infl uenced by the 
Webbs and Lloyd George, and their schemes for domestic change, than 
he was by any of the theorists of empire.

In October and November 1909 Churchill spoke to Wilfrid Blunt 
about the empire, though his chief interest of the moment was the condi-
tion and welfare of the poor in England. According to Blunt, he upheld 
an ‘optimistic Liberal Imperialism where the British Empire was to be 
maintained in part by concession, in part by force, and the constant 
invention of new scientifi c forces to deal with the growing diffi culties of 
Imperial rule’. Moreover: ‘We get no advantage from it and it is a lot of 
bother. The only thing one can say for it is it is justifi ed if it is undertaken 
in an altruistic spirit for the good of the subject races.’ Blunt formed the 
impression that it was ‘the vanity of Empire that affects him more than 
the supposed profi t or the necessities of trade, which he repudiates’.13 At 
the very least, this was probably true at this time.
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III

Churchill left the Colonial Offi ce in April 1908, when Asquith appointed 
him president of the Board of Trade. Then he was home secretary from 
February 1910, and fi rst lord of the Admiralty from September 1911. 
He made remarkable contributions to the work of all these major depart-
ments. When war broke out in 1914 he was still just under forty. Some 
of the most interesting problems about his early political career raise the 
following questions, much debated by his contemporaries: how far was 
he affected by military modes of thought? Why – and how deeply – did he 
become a social reformer? Why did the Liberal Party recoil from clasping 
him to its bosom? And to what extent is it true that phrase- making mat-
tered to him more almost than anything else?

‘The whole spirit of his politics’, wrote an acute observer in 1908, ‘is 
military. It is impossible to think of him except in terms of actual warfare. 
The smell of powder is about his path.’14 Halévy agreed: Churchill 
became an ultra- liberal, but ‘he remained a soldier at heart’.15 On the 
other hand, Lord Eustace Percy felt that although ‘his imagination was 
most easily moved by the idea of a display of power’, it was untrue to 
speak of Churchill as a natural militarist.16

Churchill had entered Sandhurst in 1893. By 1895 he decided that 
‘the more I see of soldiering the more I like it, but the more I feel 
convinced that it is not my métier’. He appears to have valued military 
experience mainly as giving him a chance to strengthen his hand for 
the political game by providing him with the money and fame to enter 
politics with aplomb. Several times before 1900 he declared his ambition 
to become prime minister. All his life he regarded military service as an 
essential ingredient of a political career. In November 1896 he felt that 
two years in Egypt, with a campaign thrown in, would qualify him ‘to be 
allowed to beat my sword into a paper cutter and my sabretache into an 
election address’. From India in August 1897 he wrote:

It might not have been worth my while, who am really no soldier, to risk so many 
fair chances on a war which can only help me directly in a profession I mean to 
discard. But I have considered everything and I feel that the fact of having seen 
service with British troops while still a young man must give me more weight 
politically.17

In July 1898 he wrote to Lord Salisbury:

I am vy anxious to go to Egypt and to proceed to Khartoum with the Expedition. 
It is not my intention, under any circumstances to stay in the army long. I want 
to go, fi rst, because the recapture of Khartoum will be a historic event: second, 
because I can, I anticipate, write a book about it which from a monetary, as well 
as from other points of view, will be useful to me.18
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He left the army in 1899 and took up journalism. Later, as a politician 
– he entered parliament in 1901 – Churchill loved military metaphor, 
but it did not stop at that. The recollection of army methods occasion-
ally infl uenced policy and procedure. An example may be taken from 
his Home Offi ce days. In connection with his attempts to ameliorate the 
punishment of juvenile delinquents, he proposed to introduce a kind of 
disciplinary probation, in which some form of ‘penal drill’, or physical 
training, ‘at once highly salutary and extremely disagreeable’, would 
fi gure prominently; he believed there was no better cure for civil rowdy-
ism than military drill.19 His conduct of the Tonypandy episode was in 
fact restrained, but during the railway strike of 1911 he was observed 
to be in an excited state of mind, having, C.F.G. Masterman thought, 
‘rather a whiff- of- grapeshot attitude towards these matters’. He gave the 
impression of calling in troops prematurely and giving them wide dis-
cretionary powers; he appeared intensely to relish mapping the country, 
directing emergency operations, and issuing rather wild bulletins which 
exasperated the trade unions. When Lloyd George negotiated a settle-
ment of the strike, Churchill seemed almost disappointed.20 As First 
Lord of the Admiralty he spent a great deal of time afl oat in the offi cial 
yacht Enchantress, making voyages of inspection and study. John Morley 
shook his head over ‘the splendid condottiere at the Admiralty’. Churchill 
was undeniably fascinated by war and the disposition of great fl eets and 
armies. He never missed an opportunity to visit big army manœuvres, 
German in 1906 and 1909, French in 1907, English in 1908 and 1910. 
He retained an active interest in the Yeomanry, and in 1909 hankered 
after ‘some practice in the handling of large forces’. But during the 
German manœuvres of 1909 he wrote to his wife, ‘Much as war attracts 
me & fascinates my mind with its tremendous situations – I feel more 
deeply every year – & can measure the feeling here in the midst of arms – 
what vile & wicked folly & barbarism it all is.’ A letter written at midnight 
on 28 July 1914 also brings out his confl icting thoughts: ‘Everything 
tends towards catastrophe & collapse. I am interested, geared up & 
happy. Is it not horrible to be built like that? The preparations have a 
hideous fascination for me. I pray to God to forgive me for such fearful 
moods of levity. Yet I wd do my best for peace, & nothing wd induce me 
wrongfully to strike the blow.’21 We may, therefore, reasonably suppose 
that while Churchill seemed capable of fusing, or confusing, political 
and military ideals, he was no warmonger. Whether or not the ‘whiff of 
grapeshot’ hung about him is another question.

Was he an authentic social reformer? His achievements were immense, 
including the establishment of labour exchanges, unemployment insur-
ance, and trade boards to fi x minimum rates of pay in sweated industries. 
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His radicalism, however, was possibly more the result of pugnacity than 
conviction. Lady Asquith thought that his reform utterances rang false, 
that ‘he was – quite unconsciously – wearing fancy dress, that he was not 
himself’. His social reforming impulse certainly proved to be a passing 
phase and not an inherent passion. Why did he take it up? It may be 
observed that Churchill could not have been courting popularity by 
responding to pressures from below, since working- class demand for a 
‘welfare state’ was almost non- existent in Edwardian England. But there 
was a proven administrative necessity for reform, and Churchill, under 
the infl uence of Bismarckian example, and the ideas of Lloyd George, 
the Webbs, and possibly W.S. Blunt, responded with constructive meas-
ures to remedy what he called ‘the patent inadequacy of existing social 
machinery’. A clue to Churchill’s motive is that his reform achievements 
were rooted and grounded in paternalism, and in the ulterior motive 
which goes with it. Social reform to him was not an end in itself; not to 
recognise this could make it seem false. All Churchill’s speeches upon 
social reform were full of concern for the stability of society, of anxiety 
about state resources of ‘inestimable advantage running thriftlessly to 
waste’.22 As early as 1898 Churchill declared: ‘To keep our Empire 
we must have a free people, an educated and well fed people. That is 
why we are in favour of social reform.’ In 1901, after reading Seebohm 
Rowntree’s report on urban poverty, he could ‘see little glory in an 
Empire which can rule the waves and is unable to fl ush its sewers’, and 
he urged parliament to take note of the fact that the degraded condi-
tion of the poor was ‘a serious hindrance to recruiting’ for the army and 
navy.23 In 1908 he wrote to Asquith of his consciousness that Germany 
was organised not only for war but for peace, while Britain was ‘organ-
ized for nothing except party politics and even in that we are not as well 
organized as the United States of America’. Social reforms would benefi t 
the state and fortify the party.24 In 1909 he said that without big social 
changes he could see nothing ahead but ‘savage strife between class and 
class, and [England’s] increasing disorganization with the increasing 
waste of human strength and human virtue’. The scion of Blenheim, 
with in some ways an almost eighteenth- century attitude to social prob-
lems, was appalled by the fact that ‘the whole of our educational system 
. . . stops short at the age of 14’, just when boys and girls ‘ought to 
receive training and discipline to make them good craftsmen and careful 
housekeepers’. He believed that up to the age of eighteen every boy and 
girl, ‘as in the old days of apprenticeship’, should be learning a trade as 
well as earning a living.25

There was, he argued, only one foundation for the stability of society 
and empire: ‘a healthy family life for all’. If children were under- fed, the 
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family bread- winner unemployed and uninsured, and homes broken up, 
it was ‘the stamina, the virtue, the safety and honour of the British race 
that are being squandered’. According to his analysis, so narrow was the 
margin upon which even the industrious and respectable working- class 
family relied, that when sickness or unemployment came knocking at 
the door, the family might become ‘scattered on the high- roads, in the 
casual wards, in the public houses and prisons of the country. No one 
can measure the suffering to individuals which this process causes. No 
one can measure the futile, unnecessary loss which the State incurs.’ The 
removal of preventable misery would, he declared, increase the stability 
of society, and remove the ‘gnawing anxiety of suspense’ about its future. 
For the seeds of imperial ruin and national decay were, he thought, at 
home, in

the unnatural gap between rich and poor, the divorce of the people from the 
land, the want of proper discipline and training in our youth, the exploitation 
of boy labour, the physical degeneration which seems to follow so swiftly on 
civilized poverty, the awful jumble of an obsolete Poor Law, the horrid havoc of 
the liquor traffi c, the constant insecurity in the means of subsistence and employ-
ment which breaks the heart of many a sober, hard- working man, the absence of 
any established minimum standard of life and comfort among the workers, and, 
at the other end, the swift increase of vulgar, joyless luxury – here are the enemies 
of Britain. Beware lest they shatter the foundations of her power.26

It seems clear, then, that although Churchill’s innate sense of compas-
sion was fully aroused, he became a social reformer primarily from 
concern about the power of the state to maintain Britain’s world posi-
tion and effectiveness. For precisely the same reason he later took up 
Irish grievances, to bring an end to ‘hatreds which disturb the founda-
tions of the State’, and also seamen’s grievances, to check the spread of 
Syndicalism in the navy.27

How completely did social problems absorb his interest between 
1908 and 1911? He deplored the controversy over the House of Lords 
as ‘mere politics’, distracting attention from ‘boy prisoners, truck, the 
feeble- minded . . .’28 As late as May 1911 he declared that there was 
no proposal in the fi eld of politics about which he cared more than the 
great insurance scheme.29 Yet at the Board of Trade he wrote memo-
randa on many topics falling outside the concern of his department: 
on the army estimates and on British military needs in June 1908; 
on South African unifi cation in January 1909; on the Suez Canal in 
October 1909; on the fi nancial diffi culties of German naval expansion 
in November 1909; and on the total abolition of the House of Lords in 
February 1910.30

Nevertheless, whatever his motives and whatever his concurrent 
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interests, there is little doubt that Churchill should have credit at least 
equal with Lloyd George for the social welfare measures of the Liberal 
government in this period. He may legitimately be regarded as one of the 
main founding fathers of the welfare state. One of the reasons why this 
has not been fully recognised is that Churchill did not want to upstage 
Lloyd George. He never claimed to have been more than a lieutenant 
playing a minor part, but, as Halévy recognised, he was an advanced 
social reformer in his own right. Despite the fact that his speeches some-
times merely echoed what Lloyd George had already said, he also added 
a good deal, and with regard to railway nationalisation and afforesta-
tion schemes, Lloyd George possibly picked up something from him. 
Furthermore, Churchill devised unemployment insurance before Lloyd 
George really turned his own mind to insurance legislation. Churchill 
insisted on holding back his unemployment scheme until Lloyd George 
was ready with health insurance, so that the two could be presented 
together. This had the effect of minimising Churchill’s contribution. 
Again, Churchill had a much more highly developed ability to diagnose 
the state of English society and the problems confronting it. And he sug-
gested solutions and plans of modernisation which were more compre-
hensive than anything thought of by Lloyd George.

The comprehensiveness of his social vision and programme of reform 
is not adequately brought out in the offi cial biography. It was, after all, 
Churchill who said, in 1908, that the aged had been rescued from the 
Poor Law by old age pensions, but

we have yet to rescue the children; we have yet to distinguish effectively between 
the bona fi de unemployed workman and the mere loafer and vagrant; we have 
yet to transfer the sick, the inebriate, the feeble- minded, and the totally demor-
alized to authorities specially concerned in their management and care . . . We 
ought to be able to set up a complete ladder, an unbroken bridge or causeway, 
as it were, along which the whole body of the people may move with a certain 
assured measure of security and safety against hazards and misfortunes . . . a 
large, coherent plan.31

In January 1909, he envisaged a ‘comprehensive, interdependent scheme 
of social organisation’, to be realised through ‘a massive series of leg-
islative proposals and administrative acts’.32 If he had to sum up the 
immediate future of democratic politics in a single comprehensive word, 
he would say ‘insurance’ – insurance from dangers abroad and from 
dangers at home.33 In the highly revealing peroration to his speech on the 
famous 1909 budget, he declared:

We are not going to measure the strength of Great Powers only in their material 
forces. We think that the security and the predominance of our country depends 
upon the maintenance of the vigour and health of its population, just as its true 
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glory will always be found in the happiness of its cottage homes. We believe that 
if Great Britain is to remain great and famous in the world we cannot allow the 
present social and industrial disorders, with their profound physical and moral 
reaction, to continue unabated and unchecked. We propose to you a fi nancial 
system; we also unfold a policy of social reorganization which will demand sac-
rifi ce from all classes, but which will give security to all classes. By its means we 
shall be able notably to control some of the most wasteful processes at work in 
our social life; and without it . . . our country will remain exposed to some fatal 
dangers against which fl eets and armies are of no avail.

Churchill even supported Lloyd George’s proposals for a land tax with 
an attack on the ‘unreformed and vicious system’ of unearned incre-
ment on land.34 He repeatedly aired not only his view that ‘the immedi-
ate future of British railways . . . depends upon amalgamation’, but his 
envy of ‘the splendid possession of the state railways by the German 
government’.35 He circulated a paper on mental health to the Cabinet 
in 1909.36

Why, notwithstanding such intelligent good works, did he not 
commend himself more completely to the Liberal Party establishment? 
His offi cial biographer does not give us many suggestions, or many of 
the opinions entertained about Churchill by his colleagues, but we know 
that the majority of Liberal leaders were lukewarm about these social 
reforms. They were, perhaps, not unmindful of Rosebery’s warning that 
if some members of the Liberal Party committed it to permanent hostil-
ity to property in all its forms, the party would be squeezed out between 
socialism and conservatism. At any rate, they believed that Churchill and 
Lloyd George were running too fast and too far ahead of the main body 
of sober Liberals, and were thus responsible for the government’s losing 
votes in elections. Asquith sometimes felt inclined summarily to cashier 
them both. There was considerable opposition within the Cabinet to 
unemployment insurance. Lewis Harcourt in 1910 believed some of 
Churchill’s speeches to have done the party much harm, ‘even with the 
advanced men of the lower middle class’.37 Furthermore, Churchill’s 
conduct in the railway strike focused attention on several of his faults. 
We might also add that at Cabinet meetings he could be a nuisance: at 
least one of his colleagues found him ‘as long- winded as he was persist-
ent’.38 Asquith’s critical judgment in 1915 was pertinent:

It is a pity that Winston hasn’t a better sense of proportion, and also a larger 
endowment of the instinct of loyalty . . . I am really fond of him, but I regard his 
future with many misgivings . . . He will never get to the top in English politics, 
with all his wonderful gifts; to speak with the tongue of men and angels, and to 
spend laborious days and nights in administration, is no good if a man does not 
inspire trust.39
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Here we have the explanation of the precariousness of Churchill’s posi-
tion. He was thought to be defi cient in discrimination and loyalty, and 
he was not trusted. His biographer- son gives an illuminating account of 
how an attack on Lord Milner in 1906 did his reputation and popularity 
immense damage. Attention might also be drawn to the way in which 
his less than complete loyalty to Lord Elgin, his departmental chief at 
the Colonial Offi ce, upset the inner ring of the political elite. He had an 
unhappy gift for putting people’s backs up by an apparently gratuitous 
offensiveness of manner. He also seemed to lack both consistency and 
stability, as well as sensitivity to the feelings of others. He loved the lime-
light too much, and would not suppress a streak of levity and playfulness. 
He was unduly obstinate and aggressive in argument. He was not gener-
ally credited with acting from either conviction or principle.40

The essential journalism of some of his phrase- making also added to 
his unpopularity. Did his facility in this direction amount to an obses-
sion? How did it infl uence his policies? Some of his friends in 1908 
feared that his tendency to see fi rst the rhetorical potentialities of any 
policy was beginning to get out of hand. In any case, since Churchill was 
proud to have spent half his life earning a living by dealing in words, his 
craftsmanship in the manipulation of language calls for analysis. One of 
the disappointments of the offi cial biography is its reluctance to examine 
Churchill’s use of English, or even suffi ciently to provide the kind of evi-
dence from which deductions could be made. His love of verbal play for 
its own sake is barely indicated. Some of this word- juggling was pretty 
weak; one example must suffi ce here. It did not, perhaps, specially illu-
minate Lloyd George’s Port of London Authority Bill to say that without 
it, the docks, ‘which have already been called obsolescent, will have to 
be allowed to obsolesce into obsoleteness’. Some of his favourite words 
and phrases do not emerge often enough to permit the reader to get the 
fl avour of his language – grace, courage, generous, dark, millions, hor-
rible, vicious, solid, sombre, sullen, squalid, abyss, minimum standard. 
Why cut out from a letter to Asquith about social reform the splendidly 
characteristic sentence: ‘how much better to fall in such noble efforts 
than to perish by slow paralysis or windy agitation’.41 It would be worth 
stressing the similarity of the language he used successively about the 
South African problem, the House of Lords problem, the Irish problem, 
and fi nally the Hitler problem. We can learn something about Churchill 
simply from the diffi culty of ascribing context accurately to many pas-
sages of his speeches. Consider, for instance, the following utterance:

We base our hopes for the future on our faith in the wisdom and genius of the 
British people, and on the power which that people have always shown to rise to 
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the height of great consequences and to defend against invasion and insult the 
primary rights and freedoms of their race.

This was not 1940, but 1909; the invasion was not by Hitler, but by 
the House of Lords, who had rejected Lloyd George’s budget.42 As he 
moved from one government department to another, Churchill took 
with him, not only his private secretary Eddie Marsh but, as it were, his 
phrase- book, from which well- tried word patterns were revised to meet 
new situations. This process probably explains the ease and readiness 
with which the Second World War rhetoric fl owed. Its most famous 
word patterns had been polished and perfected through thirty- fi ve years 
of refurbishing. Consider, for example, the pre- 1914 genesis of ‘Never 
in the fi eld of human confl ict was so much owed by so many to so few’ 
(20 August 1940):

Never before were there so many people in England, and never before have they 
had so much to eat. (1899, during Oldham by- election)43

I do not think it is very encouraging that we should have spent so much money 
upon the settlement of so few.

(April 1906, on land settlement in South Africa)44

Never before in Colonial experience has a Council been granted where the 
number of settlers is so few.

(November 1907, on the Legislative Council for Kenya)45

. . . nowhere else in the world could so enormous a mass of water be held up by 
so little masonry. (1908, on a dam at Ripon Falls across the Victoria Nile)46

Never before has so little been asked and never before have so many people asked 
for it. (1910, on Irish demands for Home Rule)47

One thing at least is clear. There were two outstanding periods in 
Winston Churchill’s political career: we must take account of the impor-
tance and creativity of his work and ideas not only between 1940 and 
1945, but also between 1905 and 1911. They are crucial to understand-
ing him. Moreover, they suggest strongly that Churchill’s commitment 
to empire in the total political scheme of things might not be as central 
as is often assumed.
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11 Churchill and the colonial empire

[This is a revised version of ‘Churchill and the British empire’, in 
Churchill (ed. Robert Blake and Wm. Roger Louis, Oxford, 1993); the 
change of title indicates better the limits of coverage, India being the 
subject of a separate chapter in that volume, by Sarvepalli Gopal. As 
published, the article was subject to editorial cuts, and the notes were 
truncated. The original, intended, text is here restored.]

Not altogether enthusiastically, Churchill returned to the Colonial 
Offi ce on 13 February 1921 as secretary of state in Lloyd George’s 
coalition government. He remained there for twenty months until the 
formation of Bonar Law’s Conservative ministry towards the end of 
October 1922. This chapter focuses upon Churchill’s policies towards 
the dependent colonies during this period,1 so it excludes a consideration 
of the Imperial Conference of 1921 (which he masterminded), and of the 
conclusion of the Irish Treaty (to which he contributed considerably). 
But the analysis is set within the broader context of Churchill’s attitude 
towards the colonial empire during his ministerial career as a whole.

Despite his fertile engagement with the colonies as parliamentary 
under- secretary of state, 1905 to 1908, the question arises: was Churchill 
thereafter even interested in the colonial empire? Was it not the case that 
‘His interest in the empire never absorbed him entirely at the Colonial 
Offi ce, and it may indeed have been very nearly exhausted by it’?2 He 
never set foot again in India after leaving it in 1897, or in South Africa 
after 1900. Although he made many trips across the Atlantic and several 
to North Africa and the Middle East, he never visited Nigeria and the 
Gold Coast, let alone Australia and New Zealand or Malaya and Hong 
Kong. His last sight of a British African colony was in 1907–8. He meant 
to revisit Kenya and Uganda as secretary of state but never made it. 
Leo Amery’s opinion was that England was his fundamental concern 
and the ultimate object of policy, enhanced by the prestige and power 
of an empire benefi cently ruled; Commonwealth patriotism never seri-
ously infl uenced his thinking, his eloquence, or his actions. Attlee came 
to a strikingly similar conclusion: Churchill was ‘rather insular about 
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Britain. He talked a good deal about the Commonwealth . . . But Britain 
– England – really was his limit so far as feeling went. This may be why 
his judgment on Commonwealth affairs was often bad – notably on 
India.’ It may also be the reason why, India excepted, on no aspect of 
Churchill studies has so little been written by so few as ‘Churchill and 
the empire’.3

I

The coruscating minutes in red ink, the elegantly polished memoranda, 
and the long refl ective letters to colleagues which characterised the earlier 
period (1905–8) are simply not there for the years 1921–2. It may not 
be strictly true that ‘he who drafts the document wins the day’,4 but it is 
certainly the case that ministers who write the best papers most readily 
ensure the attention of historians: something Churchill understood 
perfectly well. So what was he trying to tell us, both archivally and auto-
biographically, ex silentio? On investigation, it rapidly becomes clear, in 
fact, that the astonishing Churchillian written output on colonial issues 
for the earlier period was the product of a very particular combination of 
circumstances. The Liberal government from 1905 was faced with the 
aftermath of African partition as well as of South African war. It had one 
major constructive job to do: to settle the future of southern Africa. And 
at the same time it was earnestly trying to introduce a new tone into colo-
nial administration. Put crudely, this involved cutting down proconsular 
pretensions and reasserting trusteeship. Churchill himself was seeking to 
make his name. A post which enabled him to combine helping forward 
a South African settlement with exposing abuses of power and bureau-
cratic incompetence was ideal for his purpose.5 Also, he was long enough 
in offi ce, almost two and a half years, to have some real impact.

In 1921 everything was different. By this date he had developed a 
habit of concentrating on one problem at a time; this led to a backlog of 
fi les, and then insuffi cient time for refl ective comment. (L.S. Amery in 
fact believed that, Iraq and Ireland apart, Churchill neglected the work 
of the Colonial Offi ce.)6 There was no government mission to purify 
colonial rule in 1921, and without this political imperative Churchill 
found it hard to reactivate an interest in colonies. Moreover, Churchill 
was now an experienced Cabinet minister, no longer needing to impress 
his seniors. Nor did the Colonial Offi ce occupy a central position in post-
 war government policy as it had done briefl y in 1905–6. When Curzon 
as foreign secretary complained that Churchill was constantly interfering 
in foreign policy (and how would Churchill have liked it if Curzon had 
made unauthorised interventions in colonial policy?), Churchill shoved 
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a note across the Cabinet table, insisting on his right to an opinion, 
because ‘there is no comparison between those vital matters which affect 
the whole future of the world, and the mere departmental topics with 
which the Colonial Offi ce is concerned’.7

Some allowance has to be made for self- defensiveness as well as perhaps 
for self- deprecation, but of the sincerity of Churchill’s anxiety about the 
vulnerability of Britain’s post- war position in the world there can be no 
doubt. ‘The whole accumulated greatness of Britain is under challenge,’ 
he wrote in 1922. Every separate foreign or nationalist embarrassment, 
created by the ‘rascals and rapscallions of mankind’, he saw as a threat 
to its crumbling global position. A humiliation by the Turks at Chanak 
would above all else be a disastrous blow to imperial prestige. Straitened 
economic circumstances meant that ‘the British Empire cannot become 
the policeman of the world’. Yet there was trouble everywhere, and so 
‘we may well be within measurable distance of universal collapse and 
anarchy throughout Europe and Asia’. All over the world, countries were 
‘relapsing in hideous succession into bankruptcy, barbarism or anarchy’, 
not least within the ambit of the Pax Britannica. Ireland was suffering 
an ‘enormous retrogression of civilisation and Christianity’. Egypt and 
India were in revolt, on the edge of a blind and heedless plunge back 
into ‘primordial chaos’.8 His predecessor Lord Milner had complained 
that ‘the whole world was rocking’, and in this situation colonial business 
was pushed aside.9 It was the same for Churchill. Russia and Turkey, 
America and Japan – these were the issues that he felt should preoc-
cupy him. Nor were his domestic British causes forgotten either. He 
was a notably disputatious member of the Cabinet. Nevertheless, during 
Churchill’s time as secretary of state, important decisions were taken for 
the future of Palestine and Iraq, Kenya and Southern Rhodesia, and it is 
these problems that should mainly be considered here.

II

We may start by stating the legacy of his earlier years as an under-
 secretary. There was a negative impact, as has been seen. Was there any-
thing more positive? Perhaps the most signifi cant point is the substantial 
contribution the colonial experience had made to his perceptions of 
domestic and international policy: the potential value of state intervention 
to protect the welfare of the poor at home, and international intervention 
to protect the democratic rights of small states abroad. More specifi cally, 
the main conclusions he had come to were that the empire should be a 
‘family not a syndicate’, and that justice should be done to all individuals 
within it, not least its own servants. An especially incandescent example 
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had been his defence of the Batawana chief Sekgoma in Bechuanaland.10 
In addition he had acquired an incisively opinionated world- view. South 
Africa was ‘a country of confl icting dualities and vicious contradictions, 
where everything is twisted, disturbed and abnormal’. Natal had by its 
treatment of the Zulu people shown itself to be the tyrannical ‘hooligan 
of the British Empire’. Sir Frederick Lugard’s Northern Nigeria – ‘a 
wild and poor country just thawing into civilisation’ – was a nuisance 
and Churchill could see no reason why ‘these savage tribes should not 
be allowed to eat each other up without restraint’. Somaliland was ‘just 
a wilderness of stone and scrub’, and there was little point in trying to 
hold the interior. Kenya’s ‘fi rst few ruffi ans’ among the settlers should 
not be allowed ‘to steal it from us, upon some shabby pretence of being 
a responsibly governed Colony’. The Kikuyu were ‘light- hearted, trac-
table, if brutish children . . . capable of being instructed and raised from 
their present degradation’. (Mau Mau later took him greatly by surprise.) 
Uganda was an African pearl, highly suitable for a ‘practical experiment 
in state socialism’. Its Bagandan elite he regarded as vital, powerful, and 
popular; nevertheless he could not resist the quip that the British offi cer 
class was, ‘in all that constitutes fi tness to direct, as superior to the 
Baganda as Mr Wells’s Martians would have been to us’.11 By contrast, 
he was anxious that the political capacities of European peoples in their 
own lands should be properly recognised. The plea that Malta was a 
‘battleship’ he thought inadequate reason for denying it self- government. 
He recognised the restraints imposed by the Turkish minority presence 
in Cyprus, but was still unconvinced that enough was being done for 
Greek Cypriot aspirations – views which later came back to haunt him 
when the cry was for Enosis. Further afi eld, the remoter regions of the 
Churchillian world- picture were full of vivid if desk- bound impressions. 
The New Hebrides were ‘an antipodean archipelago’; the Tristan da 
Cuhnans were ‘a kind of poor version of the Bounty mutineers’; while 
the Seychelles was the place where the sale of postage- stamps ensured 
that ‘Christianity was sustained by variations in the watermark’. His 
views were not immutable; some of his opinions were subject to subse-
quent modifi cation, as we shall see. It simply is not true that Churchill’s 
world- view was stuck in the attitudes of the 1890s’ subaltern, nor even 
in those of the Edwardian junior minister.

Perhaps the two early interests which induced the closest involve-
ment both developed directly out of his being in those days MP for 
Manchester North- West, a constituency with a community of notable 
Jewish businessmen and Lancashire cotton manufacturers. As well as 
embracing Zionism, he became an enthusiast for developing the empire’s 
‘great estates’, taking a close interest in the work of the British Cotton 
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Growing Association. At one of its meetings in Manchester in 1907 he 
said he looked forward to the emergence of ‘a second India’ in British 
West Africa, based on railways and cotton, with ‘the two Nigerias, the 
Gold Coast and Sierra Leone woven together as one vast dependency 
of the Crown’. ‘Cotton’, he was fond of saying, ‘is the thread which 
unites the material interests of British industrial democracy’ with the 
development of the tropical possessions of the empire.12 When Milner 
was about to be appointed secretary of state for the colonies in January 
1919, Churchill told Lloyd George he ought to be given £50 million a 
year to develop Africa. (The amount of the fi rst Colonial Development 
and Welfare allocation in 1929 was £1 million a year, while even after 
1945 it was only £12 million annually.) As secretary of state himself, 
Churchill was quick to reassure the Manchester cotton entrepreneurs 
that he remained keen to promote their interests. He hoped to do this 
by diverting government expenditure from its unproductive new respon-
sibilities in the Middle East: ‘In Africa the population is docile and the 
country fertile. In the Middle East the country is arid and the popula-
tion is ferocious. A little money goes a long way in Africa, and a lot of 
money goes very little way in Arabia.’13 Already in May 1921 he was 
protesting to the prime minister that it was ‘a most improvident policy to 
starve and neglect the whole development of our tropical colonies’. The 
comparatively small sums he needed to ‘foster an active productivity’ in 
the ‘very valuable estates’ of East and Central Africa were being denied 
him by the Treasury. They had slashed more than £600,000 from his 
estimates of £1.5 million for Tanganyika alone, so that it was ‘rapidly 
relaxing’ from the level of development it had attained under German 
rule, and its great railway was falling into serious disrepair. Since colonial 
development would also create a demand for British manufactures and 
open up supplies of raw materials for British industry, he warned Lloyd 
George that he would unrepentantly continue to press for a switch of 
expenditure to Africa away from their sterile obligations in the Middle 
East.14 This was a major part of the theme of his fi rst public survey of 
colonial problems, made during the Supply debate in July 1921, when 
he reiterated the comparison between ‘tractable and promising’ African 
colonies and Middle Eastern regions ‘unduly stocked with peppery, 
pugnacious, proud politicians and theologians, who happen to be at the 
same time extremely well armed and extremely hard up’.15 The trouble 
was, however, that Churchill was never able to persuade his colleagues 
to make this diversion of expenditure, and, being himself an incurably 
parsimonious minister, he was not prepared to campaign for additional 
fi nancial resources.

Ironically, therefore, the Middle East proved to be an easier place 
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than Africa for the fulfi lment of expectations held of him. Churchill had 
some success in laying down a position which held the line for Zionists 
through to the White Paper of 1939 – which he never accepted, but 
could not dislodge, as government policy in wartime. Three characteris-
tically Churchillian concerns underpinned his attraction to Zionism: his 
interests in strategy and geopolitics, in the development of ‘great estates’, 
and in visionary schemes of social engineering. As early as 1908 he had 
declared: ‘The establishment of a strong, free Jewish state astride the 
bridge between Europe and Africa, fl anking the land roads to the East, 
would not only be an immense advantage to the British Empire, but a 
notable step towards the harmonious disposition of the world among its 
peoples.’16

As prophecy this proved to be tragically naive. As geopolitics it is a 
good example of what one general called his imprecise ‘cigar- butt strat-
egy’, making a sweeping gesture over a map.17 But it is not essentially 
different from Amery’s conception of Palestine as the keystone of the geo-
political arch which would enable the ‘Southern British world’, running 
from Cape Town through Cairo, Baghdad, and Calcutta to Sydney and 
Wellington, to go quietly about its business. The mobilisation of Jewish 
support for the Allied war effort through the Balfour Declaration of 
1917 was something Churchill regarded as a ‘defi nite, palpable’ political 
and strategic advantage to Britain. But he also believed that here was 
the chance to remove an ‘ineffi cient and out- of- date’ Turkish control 
which had ‘long misruled one of the most fertile countries in the world’. 
Merely maintaining an economic status quo was, of course, anathema to 
any good Victorian, and Churchill wanted to let the Jews come in and 
develop this ‘great estate’:

Left to themselves, the Arabs of Palestine would not in a thousand years have 
taken effective steps towards the irrigation and electrifi cation of Palestine. They 
would have been quite content to dwell – a handful of philosophic people – in 
the wasted sun- scorched plains, letting the waters of the Jordan continue to fl ow 
unbridled and unharnessed into the Dead Sea.18

(The rallentando effect in this fi nal cadence must have been worth 
hearing.) Finally, Zionism appealed to him because ‘such a plan con-
tains a soul’. He once told a hostess that her distinctly fl oppy- looking 
pudding required a theme. If even puddings needed a theme in the 
Churchillian scheme of things, how much the more did politics. So he 
liked strong, romantic, even audacious schemes in government: the rec-
onciliation of Briton and Boer in a South African Union, the Salvation 
Army settlement proposal which through ‘super- economic infl uence’ 
might transform Southern Rhodesia, the ‘big slice of Bismarckianism’ 
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thrust over ‘the whole underside of our industrial system’, the strategic 
push through the ‘soft underbelly of Europe’, the quixotic wartime offer 
of an Anglo- French political union, and so forth. His support for these, 
and for Zionism, is all of a piece. For Zionism, as he declaimed in 1905, 
‘enlists in its support energies, enthusiasms and a driving power which 
no scheme of individual colonisation can ever demand’. And so in 1921 
he would not go back either offi cially or personally on a British pledge, 
which he regarded as a commitment to ‘a great experiment which des-
erves a fair chance’, even if this meant maintaining a considerable garri-
son, encouraging an armed Jewish gendarmerie, and holding in suspense 
for the time being the representative institutions which would curtail 
Jewish immigration.19

Churchill, however, had no desire to sully his hands with the perplex-
ing realities of administering Palestine, and he was content to rely – and 
rely heavily – on John Shuckburgh (assistant under- secretary of state) 
for the working out of the government’s Palestine policy which was 
eventually enshrined in the White Paper of June 1922. (Churchill was 
reluctant to rush into a public declaration.) Its purpose was to gloss or 
modify the Balfour Declaration by a careful balancing of the allegedly 
incompatible earlier promises. Starting from Churchill’s premise that 
‘we have a double duty to discharge’, the White Paper argued that the 
Balfour Declaration did not mean ‘that Palestine as a whole should be 
converted into a Jewish National Home, but that such a Home should 
be founded in Palestine’. There was to be a Jewish ‘centre’ in Palestine, 
‘internationally guaranteed and formally recognised to rest upon ancient 
historic connection’. (The Jews must know they were there as of right 
and not on sufferance.) On the other hand, the future development 
of the existing Jewish community must not lead to the imposition of a 
Jewish nationality on the inhabitants of Palestine as a whole; and Jewish 
immigration should not be so great as to go beyond the economic capac-
ity of the country to absorb it. There must be no subordination of the 
Arab population, or its language or its culture. Churchill thus rejected 
both an Arab national state and a Jewish national state; instead there 
ought to be a shared bi- national state. This was the fi rst clear attempt 
to articulate properly the essential duality of British policy, promoting 
collaboration within a common territory. But neither Jews nor Arabs 
were really interested in such an outcome. The British delusion was that 
Arabs and Jews were ultimately reconcilable.20

In Churchill’s view they would be reconciled through economic devel-
opment – in the shape of hydroelectric schemes, hill terracing, irrigation, 
and agricultural improvements. This would divert Zionist attention 
from politics, and demonstrate to Arabs the practical advantages of the 
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Jewish infl ux. A new Palestine would be created by the Jews perform-
ing an archetypal European settler function, bringing the ‘good gifts’ of 
prosperity, and a ‘higher economic and social life to all’. Accordingly the 
Arabs should see them ‘as their friends and helpers, not expellers and 
expropriators’, and could not be allowed to prevent continuing Jewish 
immigration. It was not perhaps entirely tactful to accuse the Arabs of 
being ‘guilty of a breach of hospitality’. He also appealed to them not to 
deny history, for ‘all history shows the relationship of these two races’ to 
be closely intertwined. Hence his rather exasperated cry: ‘Why can’t you 
live together in amity and develop the country peacefully?’21

At the War Offi ce in 1920, Churchill had already attacked the waste of 
money in the newly acquired Mandate of Iraq, or Mesopotamia as it was 
then known. Of the lands of the Marsh Arabs, he wrote: ‘A score of mud 
villages, sandwiched in between a swampy river and a blistering desert, 
inhabited by a few hundred half- naked families, usually starving, are now 
occupied . . . by Anglo- Indian garrisons on a scale which in India would 
maintain order in wealthy provinces of millions of people.’22 As secretary 
of state for the colonies, his role in this turbulent land was to set up a 
system of ‘informal control’, gradually reducing British military respon-
sibilities without a ‘policy of scuttle’. (He could not, however, do much 
about prospecting for oil because of complications with the Americans.) 
His intention was that Iraq should become ‘an independent Native State 
friendly to Great Britain, favourable to her commercial interests, and 
casting hardly any burden upon the Exchequer’ – a native state, that is, 
analogous to princely states in India (which, incidentally, he thought 
would be a good model for India as a whole). The costs of the enormous 
post- war garrison would be run down, and a treaty relationship would 
be substituted for the remainder of the mandatory period. Not to cut 
costs in this way would be ‘politically indefensible and from an imperial 
viewpoint would misapply our limited and over- strained resources’. The 
Cabinet approved the terms of the proposed treaty in 1922 as satisfac-
tory.23 All this was the classic mid- Victorian policy of ‘informal empire’. 
The difference was that instead of gunboats in the background there 
would be aircraft overhead; only the reliance on nascent but ‘proven 
aerial power’ would make it possible for Iraq to be held with such a small 
military force as he now envisaged. Churchill, as ever, was quick to take 
up the latest technological tools for the task in hand. This use of aircraft, 
he claimed, ‘may ultimately lead to a form of control over semi- civilised 
countries which will be found very effective and infi nitely cheaper’. He 
argued that air power could be used as an instrument of imperial control 
in India and Afghanistan as well;24 and in years to come he would also 
urge its value in intimidating the Mau Mau rebels.25
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Out of the frustrations of the Middle East – which occupied too 
much of his time (he was the fi rst but not the last secretary of state 
for whom this was true) – came a few authentic Churchillian fl ashes. 
In Iraq, he said, the British were paying huge sums for the privilege of 
living on ‘an ungrateful volcano’. It was ‘a poor, starving, backward, 
bankrupt country’, a ‘wild land fi lled with a proud and impecunious 
chief and extremely peppery well- armed politicians’. King Faisal (the 
government’s chosen imperial collaborator) was getting into ‘a perpetual 
ferment’ and becoming tiresome – ‘has he not got some wives to keep him 
quiet?’26 When the re- employment of ‘Philby of Arabia’ in Transjordan 
(after dismissal from Iraq) was urged upon him by offi cials he riposted: 
‘I cannot take a Philby in a poke’, but would like to see him fi rst. When 
Shuckburgh decided, somewhat prematurely, that King Abdullah in 
Transjordan was ‘a complete failure’, Churchill was not to be seduced: 
‘I do not mean to throw him over easily. He has an impossible task.’27 
When the Opposition complained that a major concession in Palestine 
was being made to Rutenberg, who was a Jew, Churchill replied that of 
course he was a Jew, but they could hardly inscribe over the portals of 
the new Zion ‘No Israelite need apply’. The House of Commons rocked 
with laughter, apparently.28

As far as Kenya is concerned, we fi nd Churchill pursuing the same 
kind of balancing act between confl icting interests as he was attempting 
in Palestine. In the early 1920s, the Kenya debate was dominated by a 
crisis over the Indian problem. Indian colonising pretensions tended to 
grow as their existing overseas communities felt more and more excluded 
politically; there was vague talk of turning East Africa into the ‘America 
of the Hindu’.29 Unsurprisingly Churchill had some hard words for the 
Indian delegation in August 1921. They must accept as ‘an agreed fact’ 
the reservation of the Kenya highlands for white settlement, since the 
Europeans had gone there on the basis of the Elgin Pledge of 1908. It 
was ‘no good expecting that could be set aside as if it were nothing’, for 
this would be a breach of British good faith. He was not prepared to tell 
the white settlers they were going to be put unfairly into a minority posi-
tion under an Indian majority government; such a system would actually 
‘make the path of the Indians far harder and would cause every kind of 
disaster’, since Europeans simply would not stand for being subordi-
nated in this way. Of course he would apply Rhodes’s maxim of ‘equal 
rights for [all] civilised men’ – except in the highlands. Nevertheless he 
thought it a valuable principle, because ‘it would be absurd to give equal 
electoral rights to the naked savages of Kikuyu and Kavirondo’, even 
though they were human beings: ‘there has to be a line’. He dismissed 
with an equally patronising sneer the Indian claim to have developed 
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Kenya: they had helped, but ‘you would not have invented the railway let 
alone constructed it’. In conclusion, he said his aim was to fi nd ‘an inter-
dependent general settlement’, or at least ‘a general proposition’, which 
would reassure the settlers, protect the ‘aboriginal native’ (who had the 
fi rst claim), and give Indians the benefi ts of applying ‘equal rights’.30 
However grudgingly, he was committed to doing something to improve 
the lot of the Kenyan Indians, and, although it is noticeable that he took 
a more favourable view of the possibilities of European rule in Africa 
than he had done fi fteen years before, he had a much less indulgent atti-
tude towards settler shortcomings than Milner or Amery.

Instructions to construct a package deal along these lines were dis-
cussed in the Colonial Offi ce with the governor, Sir Edward Northey, 
and presented to him in a memorandum dated 26 August 1921. This 
memorandum set out nicely balanced concessions to each side, but it did 
not represent a Cabinet decision on policy: rather, the matter would not 
go to the Cabinet until the governor had held full local consultations and 
reached an agreement. The memorandum shifted signifi cantly beyond 
both previous policy and local advice, in the direction of greater partner-
ship with Indians, by ruling against commercial segregation in towns, 
and by declaring in favour of a common electoral roll in elections to the 
Legislative Council. Offi cials were careful to note that by supporting a 
common roll embracing all races Churchill was insisting on an essential 
change on behalf of the Indians.31 At the same time, Kenya must not 
become predominantly Indian, since fear of this was general among 
the settlers. The contrary pressures on Churchill were complex indeed. 
At the end of November, Northey reported that even his compromise 
proposals had completely failed. He had not been able to persuade the 
Europeans to entertain in any shape or form the idea of a common roll 
franchise with Indians. This was the rock on which the talks foundered, 
the settlers arguing that it would ‘cut away the very foundation on which 
we feel our future is fi xed’. They also began to dig their heels in over 
residential segregation as a supposedly pledged principle. In his telegram 
reporting all this, the governor stressed ‘the very serious position which 
I am satisfi ed will occur if the demands of Indians are accepted in toto. 
Europeans have organisation complete for resistance as last resource.’32 
This was neither the fi rst nor the last of such warnings about settler 
revolt. The Colonial Offi ce was not unduly alarmed by them, although 
they certainly indicated the desirability of not taking a decision in a 
hurry and not refusing to make some concession.33 Meanwhile the set-
tlers announced their intention of sending a deputation under Lord 
Delamere to the secretary of state. Since his own proposals had already 
been leaked, Churchill was convinced he had no option but to see them, 
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despite E.S. Montagu’s protest (as secretary of state for India) against 
the further delay it would involve.34

At his meetings with Churchill in February 1922, Delamere indicated 
willingness to be fl exible over some Indian demands, provided urban res-
idential segregation was ‘defi nitely laid down’, and provided some sort of 
immigration control board was set up, on which Europeans would have 
an ‘effective’ voice. Churchill reported to Montagu: ‘I feel bound to tell 
you that my mind is working very much on the same lines.’ Montagu was 
furious: ‘I cannot possibly agree . . . I cannot consent to any permanent 
disability on Indians qua Indians.’ For Montagu this was the last straw in 
his fraught relations with Churchill on this and other questions. In October 
1921 he had been angered and bewildered by Churchill’s description, in 
a personal letter, of the Indians in East Africa as ‘mainly of a very low 
class of coolies and the idea that they should be put on an equality with 
the Europeans is revolting to every white man throughout British Africa’. 
This sentence Montagu thought ‘might have been written by a European 
settler of a most fanatical type’; in any case nobody had suggested giving 
political rights to a low class of coolies.35 Then in January 1922 came the 
bombshell of Churchill’s unexpected (but not off- the- cuff) remarks at 
the annual East African Dinner. There should, he said, be no invidious 
legislative distinctions or colour bar to advancement, and a broad impe-
rial view should be taken of the position of Indians in Kenya and Uganda. 
Nevertheless – and here came the balancing announcements – European 
settlers could be relieved of their anxiety: the pledged exclusive reserva-
tion of the white highlands had been ‘defi nitely settled’. A federal amal-
gamation of East African colonies was also to be studied. Moreover, there 
was a grandiloquent peroration: ‘We do not contemplate any settlement 
or system which will prevent . . . Kenya . . . from becoming a characteris-
tically and distinctively British colony, looking forward in the full fruition 
of time to responsible self- government.’36 This statement – though wel-
comed by Delamere as a ‘charter’ courageously laying ‘the foundations of 
a future self- governing colony, in the face of very great opposition’ – did 
not mean much in practice. (It was heavily qualifi ed.) But in combination 
with the other remarks it put Montagu into a cool rage of amazement. He 
took ‘the strongest exception’ to Churchill’s ‘unjustifi able and indefensi-
ble’ way of proceeding, which had gravely breached Cabinet conventions 
and anticipated a Cabinet decision on the highlands. Churchill had also 
made a further pledge to the Europeans, which brushed aside all the sug-
gestions Montagu had made. Why was Churchill apparently dissociating 
himself from ‘our policy as a government’? Churchill defended himself 
before a Cabinet committee by warning against any attempt to force a 
withdrawal of his remarks:
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The demands of Indians as regards their treatment in East Africa were unrea-
sonable, and if they were conceded they would throw the whole of British East 
Africa into confusion. We had no force there to coerce the white population, 
who felt strongly on this question, and any repudiation of the statement he had 
made might lead to them ejecting the Indians from East Africa . . . [Indians] 
claimed that they must be treated as ordinary voters. This was quite impossible 
in Africa.37

At the full Cabinet on 13 March Montagu formally charged Churchill 
with having acted without Cabinet authority. Churchill simply rejected 
this out of hand: he had initiated no new unapproved policy, created 
no precedent, and had not even exceeded his departmental discretion. 
Montagu, he alleged, had agreed with the proposals now being made, 
although he did not like them.38 No other minister is recorded as having 
expressed any view, but it is impossible to suppose that Churchill would 
have found much support. The truth is that he could not on occasion 
resist doling out some sensational journalistic copy, regardless of the 
consequences.

In the wake of this nasty ministerial quarrel, it was decided that the 
two under- secretaries of state should be left to thrash out an agreed 
inter- departmental formula: Edward Wood (later Lord Halifax) for the 
Colonial Offi ce and Lord Winterton for the India Offi ce. The Wood–
Winterton scheme was announced in September 1922 and provisionally 
accepted by the two secretaries of state for reference to the government 
of Kenya and the government of India. (On the merits Churchill did not 
specifi cally endorse it.) Since the proposals stuck to a common electoral 
roll and envisaged neither urban segregation nor immigration restriction 
or control, they caused a storm of protest in Nairobi, and the threat of 
settler resistance heated up. Churchill shocked the settlers by recalling 
Northey, and, according to Sir Ralph Furse’s memoirs, Churchill let it 
be known he would send a cruiser to Mombasa and blockade them.39 
However, it fell to his successor, the Duke of Devonshire, actually 
to defuse the crisis. As is well known, he did this by abandoning the 
common roll, sugaring the pill for Indians by rediscovery of the principle 
that African interests must be paramount if they confl icted with those of 
immigrants, whether Indian or European. Churchill’s attempt to balance 
the interests of all three was thus summarily and dramatically dropped. 
He had tried to give the Indians something of substance and make a 
declaration on behalf of the settlers, while preserving the status quo for 
Africans, whereas Devonshire denied the Indians the substance and 
made a declaration on behalf of Africans, merely preserving the status 
quo for the settlers.

Concurrently Churchill was also juggling with confl icting claims upon 
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the future of Southern Rhodesia, where Smuts and the dream of a 
‘Greater South Africa’ pulled in one direction, and Sir Charles Coghlan 
and the desire for settler autonomy in another.40 Within ten days of 
taking offi ce in February 1921, Churchill asked Lord Buxton (the 
recently retired high commissioner) to head a committee to make an 
urgent investigation of constitutional prospects after the end of British 
South Africa Company rule. Buxton reported in mid- May 1921, sug-
gesting a referendum on the possibility of responsible government (inter-
nal self- government). Churchill accepted this proposal, despite Smuts’s 
protest that it would prejudice Rhodesia’s future possible entry into the 
Union, under the procedure provided for in the Act of Union. Churchill 
did not think it need do so, but Smuts kept up the pressure, and on 21 
September 1921 Churchill decided to let Smuts declare the terms on 
which Southern Rhodesia would be admitted as a province of the Union. 
It was, he said, his ‘personal wish’ to proceed in this way. The referen-
dum would now offer a choice between the two alternative solutions for 
Rhodesia’s future. The Cabinet agreed Churchill should continue to 
hold discussions with all the parties, putting ‘the bias a little in favour 
of joining the Union’. Stronger pressure would be counterproductive. 
In the event, 59.43 per cent of the white Rhodesians voted against the 
Union.41

Both sides disapproved of Churchill’s stance and tactics, which sug-
gests a certain even- handedness. Coghlan complained that Churchill was 
‘out to get us into the Union if he could’, while Smuts blamed Churchill 
for the adverse result from the Union point of view. Undoubtedly 
Churchill preferred the Union solution as a way of strengthening geo-
politically the British position in southern Africa. (As early as 1906 he 
had recognised the potential of Southern Rhodesia as ‘the weight which 
swings the balance in South Africa decisively on the side of the British 
Crown’.) With all the empire’s other problems, he would gladly have 
despatched the Rhodesians into the care of the local imperial collabo-
rator, who happened also to be a statesman of international standing. 
Financial constraints made it in any case impossible to match the gener-
ous inducements Smuts had offered. Churchill did not think a Union 
government would ill-treat the Africans, and pointed to the recent 
Native Affairs Act (1920) – certainly quite liberal by South African 
standards – as evidence. At the same time, he was throughout extremely 
careful to avoid dictating a solution to the settlers. It is surely not without 
signifi cance that he refused to give Smuts the unequivocal pro- Union 
lead for which the latter had urgently appealed as necessary to ensure 
the outcome. Churchill’s advisers were in genuine doubt as to how to 
respond to this. Churchill himself did nothing. And this was in sharp 
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contrast to his unorthodox rush barely a year earlier to break offi cial 
precedent by congratulating Smuts on winning the South African elec-
tion of February 1921.42

III

Before we come to a conclusion, a brief look at Churchill’s subse-
quent encounters with the empire is necessary. His pessimism about 
an impending ‘wreck of our great estates’ persisted for the rest of his 
career, and he worried about India.43 As is notorious, he opposed the 
Government of India Act, 1935 (‘a monstrous monument of sham built 
by the pygmies’44), and he had no intention of helping a constitutional 
solution forward in India in the 1940s. On the other hand, the Viceroy, 
Lord Wavell, and Secretary of State Amery felt that Britain owed a great 
deal to Churchill for his fi rm line against emerging forms of international 
trusteeship and accountability, which might allow ‘America to push us 
off the map’. Churchill himself thought it was ‘pretty good cheek’ for the 
Americans ‘now coming to school- marm us into proper behaviour’ in 
the empire. And he was not going to ‘preside over the liquidation of the 
British Empire’ in Hong Kong or anywhere else at their behest.45

It was not only Americans he was wary of in the higher direction of 
imperial affairs. Colonials such as Australia’s prime minister John Curtin, 
who wanted all Australian and New Zealand forces to be concentrated in 
the Pacifi c, received scant consideration. With his mind on the total stra-
tegic picture, and the empire as the buttress of British power, Churchill 
took the simple view that Dominion troops should be available for 
general deployment as seemed best as judged from the ‘effective centre 
of gravity’ in London.46 Clearly, however, he was becoming increasingly 
out of touch with feelings and developments in Commonwealth coun-
tries. This was true even in respect of South Africa, with which he was 
comparatively familiar. A notable illustration of this was his accusation 
in 1941 that the high commissioner, Lord Harlech, was ‘unconscious’ 
of some of the ‘basic realities’ of South Africa. Harlech had diagnosed 
the British South African community as too introverted, refusing to take 
an interest in public life, and he pointed to Natal as the worst offender. 
The situation there was ‘lamentable’, he thought, because it played into 
the hands of the Afrikaners, who were thus outstripping the British intel-
lectually and beginning to monopolise political leadership. This was an 
important attempt to sound a warning about the future fundamental 
weakness of the Union within the Commonwealth; Churchill could not 
see this, and dismissed Harlech’s judgments as ‘supercilious and super-
fi cial’ (though he relented to the extent of excising these words from the 
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circulated version of his memorandum). Instead, he offered the follow-
ing decidedly fanciful analysis: ‘Natal is one of the very few spots in the 
British Empire where the people are really devoted to the Old Country. 
They have the New Zealand touch.’ The maintenance of a distinctive 
British standpoint and loyalist community – ‘the Ulster of South Africa’, 
which the ‘predominant Dutch fi nd it most necessary to woo’ – was of 
positive value in reducing the risk of civil war. Moreover, ‘There ought 
to be room for many different kinds of people and many different kinds 
of culture in the British Commonwealth and Empire. Totalitarianism 
has great attractions to some minds; but he would be a poor artist who 
tried to paint a picture by mixing up all the colours in the paint- box.’ 
Churchill added that if South Africa had declared itself neutral in 1939, 
‘there was always Natal, which would instantly have seceded from the 
Union and placed the fi ne port of Durban at our disposal’. There was no 
real evidence for this assertion.47

In the last phase, as prime minister in the 1950s, South Africa 
remained one of the few parts of the empire he kept an eye on.48 He was 
against the transfer of the High Commission Territories to be admin-
istered by South Africa ‘in accordance with very old- fashioned ideas’. 
He was determined to maintain British interests in the Simon’s Town 
naval base as an effective link in the imperial line of communications to 
Australasia. Negotiations over its future had begun under the Labour 
government but ran into stalemate. Determined that South Africa’s stra-
tegic ports – ‘more important to the British Commonwealth of Nations 
than Gibraltar or Malta’ – should not ‘go down the drain like Southern 
Ireland’, Churchill held out for the best possible terms, despite the 
need for economies in the defence estimates. In this respect he main-
tained continuity of policy with the tough bargaining stance of Attlee 
and Shinwell, and expressly rejected the advice of Secretary of State 
Lord Ismay and the attempt of the Commonwealth Relations Offi ce not 
only to reopen negotiations but to do so on a more conciliatory footing. 
Following Churchill’s lead, the Defence Committee accordingly agreed 
in March 1952 not to take any fresh initiative. By the summer of 1954, 
however, the South African government was again pressing, and press-
ing hard, for the transfer of Simon’s Town. Why? asked Churchill. Was 
it because Dr Malan as prime minister was working towards the fi nal 
severance of South Africa from Britain? If so, the surrender of Simon’s 
Town would be taken as a symbol of British decline and fall. In his last 
extended minute on South Africa, written nearly fi fty years after the fi rst, 
he returned again to his Natal fantasy. If South Africa declared itself a 
republic and quit the Commonwealth – which might not happen, though 
anti- British sentiment and the division between Britain and white South 
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Africans on the colour question was growing – Natal might ‘remain faith-
ful to the Crown’, in which case Britain would need to be in a strategic 
position ‘to defend her rights to an independent choice, by force of arms 
if necessary’.49 In the Cabinet, although admitting that the signifi cance 
of Simon’s Town was becoming largely symbolic, Churchill was ‘reluc-
tant to contemplate any transaction which would be presented as yet 
another surrender of the political rights and responsibilities of the United 
Kingdom’. Nor did he want to do anything which might discourage the 
‘loyalist elements in South Africa’.50 So the hard bargaining continued. 
It was strongly kept up, too, by Eden, who had no love for South Africa. 
As a result in 1955 Britain obtained agreements on Simon’s Town which 
were astonishingly favourable. Whilst not actually congratulating him, 
Churchill assured Eden he did not see what else he could have done: ‘we 
live in days when neither South Africa nor Naval defence stand on their 
foundations of a few years ago’.51

One reason for Churchill’s vigilance over Simon’s Town was his 
realisation that the Suez Canal was no longer of much value as a 
Commonwealth link, nor the Egyptian base of such strategic impor-
tance. Negotiations over the future of the Canal Zone were far more 
diffi cult than those with South Africa, and Churchill was more consist-
ently attentive to the Egyptian fi les than to any others from overseas. His 
approach was fundamentally pragmatic. We must not be misled by his 
anxiety about the domestic political reaction and his private growling 
about evacuation.52 Offi cially, Churchill recognised that there was much 
to be said for a fresh start on a new basis of ‘vigorous and effective’ troop 
redeployment throughout the Middle East.

The same pragmatic if rather reluctant good sense was displayed in 
Africa. He ‘noted’ (rather than personally approved) the declaration 
made on behalf of his government that continuity in the goals of colonial 
policy would be maintained (November 1951). He grumbled that they 
were forced to make constitutional concessions to Nkrumah’s Gold Coast 
as the ‘consequences of what was done before we became responsible’. 
But there was no obstruction – and no atavistic reassertions of imperi-
ousness. During the anti- Mau Mau operations, Michael Blundell found 
him keen to promote a conciliatory settlement.53 There must be nothing 
like mass executions by courts, Churchill warned the Cabinet, because 
British public opinion would criticise anything resembling that. And 
there was also a nice Churchillian intervention on behalf of cattle seized 
from the Kikuyu: ‘Is it true that they are dying for want of attention? 
They must be fed, watered and milked; who is doing this? Remember 
they belong to the innocent as well as to the guilty. I hope that this point 
is being well- looked after by the Government on the spot.’54
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Finally, it is by no means unfi tting that Churchill’s last recorded 
utterance in the Cabinet on colonial problems showed him in his states-
manlike mode. Concern had been expressed about the tensions caused 
throughout the Commonwealth by Indian communities, and by Indian 
government encouragement of opposition to colonial rule in multi- racial 
societies. Churchill, however, advised against any drastic action which 
might offend India, because they needed India’s moderating infl uence 
and help with major international problems in Asia. Nor, he suggested, 
should it be assumed that Indian immigrant communities would prove 
an embarrassment: they might in some cases be ‘a balancing factor’. 
Thus he steered the Cabinet to the conclusion that they should watch 
the problems carefully but avoid any precipitate action. Precisely the 
same policy was adopted with respect to West Indian immigration into 
Britain.55

IV

There have been some extraordinary academic judgments upon 
Churchill’s attitude to empire, as crude as they are emotive: for example, 
it is alleged that he was ‘a profound and reactionary imperialist’ and a 
‘malignant racist’.56 The conclusion to a brief chapter like this is not 
the place to start a semantic analysis, but perhaps it may be asserted: 
racism is the institutionalised form of racial prejudice, manifesting itself 
in social and economic domination, while imperialism is the structured 
form of pride in empire, manifesting itself in territorial and international 
domination. If these defi nitions – or perhaps any others – are valid, then 
Churchill was neither a racist nor an imperialist. That he believed in 
British superiority over non- Europeans and thought the empire was a 
good thing is not denied. But he loathed racial exploitation, and he never 
had an imperial programme. He expressly rejected ‘imperial federation’ 
and Joseph Chamberlain’s creed that the future lay with great empires 
rather than small states; and in practice he was mainly interested in 
the colonial empire only when he had to be by virtue of offi ce. Adverse 
judgment of his attitudes has focused too much on what Churchill said, 
mostly when relaxing in private, rather than on what he did.57 Of course 
he had his personal preferences – pro- Zionist in Palestine, pro- settler 
in Kenya, pro- Union in Southern Rhodesia, and so forth – but in no 
case were his private prejudices allowed to distort his ministerial actions 
or offi cial decisions whilst at the Colonial Offi ce, decisions which were 
invariably geared towards compromise, reconciliation, and even- handed 
justice, however paternalistic the presentation might be.

The Churchill who emerges from this investigation is a pragmatist and 
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a conciliator, a man who believed the empire should be useful to Britain, 
but also bring benefi ts and harmony to the populations it ruled. He may 
never have referred to the ‘dual mandate’, but in many ways it refl ected 
his ideas. He saw nothing reprehensible in using the empire to advance 
British national interests and power, because ‘the mutually advantageous 
exchange of goods and services between communities is the foundation 
alike of the prosperity and peace of the world’; but if Britain was never to 
have any advantage from the colonies except the satisfaction of behaving 
in a purely philanthropic way, then ‘a good many people would argue 
that we had better spend our money on improving the health and social 
services of our workers at home’.58 If parts of the empire were not useful, 
or cost too much to maintain, then there was no point in holding on to 
them, at least formally. This pragmatic outlook was a consistent thread 
in his policy from Northern Nigeria in 1906 and Somaliland in 1907, 
through to Egypt in 1954, by way of Iraq in 1922. Even so, the duties of 
a trustee, when deliberately entered into, as in Palestine, must be upheld; 
while as far as India was concerned, he found it hard to believe that the 
Raj was as yet expendable (in terms of his own far from incoherent crite-
ria) without danger to both sides.

This quintessential pragmatist always asked what was feasible, even 
if some of his answers were adventurous. Churchill was opposed to 
sending gunboats to Nanking in 1927, because ‘punishing China is like 
fl ogging a jellyfi sh’.59 No latter- day Palmerston he. (After 1945 the neo-
 Palmerstonians were all on the Labour side.) Indeed, he yielded nothing 
to Cobden and Bright, or to J.A. Hobson and E.D. Morel for that matter, 
in his hatred of imperial exploitation. In 1899 he published an account 
of the reconquest of the Sudan, in which he compared Kitchener’s cam-
paign of vilifi cation of the Mahdi to ‘the habit of the boa constrictor to 
besmear the body of his victim with a foul slime before he devours it’. 
Bold stuff. It bothered him that the inevitable gap between conquest and 
dominion in the Sudan might become fi lled with ‘the greedy trader, the 
inopportune missionary, the ambitious soldier and the lying specula-
tor’.60 As an under- secretary, he denounced Milner’s Chinese labour 
scheme in the Rand mines as ‘a horrible experiment’, and he accused the 
government of using Cyprus as ‘a milch- cow’ (though he was probably 
mistaken about this): ‘There is scarcely any spectacle more detestable 
than the oppression of a small community by a Great Power for the 
purpose of pecuniary profi t.’ That was a courageous thing for a junior 
minister to write in an offi cial memorandum in 1907, and it remains one 
of the fi ercer critiques of British policy still on the Cyprus fi les, which is 
saying quite a lot.61 Churchill paid dearly within the Establishment for 
such opinions. If similar protests cannot be quoted from a later period 
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it is not because he became less radical, but because administration was 
largely purged of earlier abuses – a process in which Churchill himself had 
played no small part. In the context of his reputation as a stereotypical 
‘diehard’ on India, it is worth recalling the sensitivity and insight into the 
fundamental fl aw of British rule which he showed, however belatedly, in 
his refl ection of 1953: ‘If we had made friends with them and taken them 
into our lives instead of restricting our intercourse to the political fi eld 
things might have been very different.’62 His efforts as secretary of state 
to reconcile Jews and Arabs in Palestine, and Europeans and Indians 
in Kenya, may not have met with much success, but he surely deserves 
credit for trying: nothing could have been further from the easy option 
of ‘divide and rule’. If in India the last word for him remained with 
Lord Morley rather than Lord Macaulay,63 in other respects his vision 
was entirely in the liberal cultural tradition of Macaulay’s ‘imperish-
able empire’ and of Sir Charles Dilke’s ‘Greater Britain’. This is nicely 
illustrated by his minute on promoting the worldwide use of the C.K. 
Ogden–I.A. Richards system of ‘Basic’ English. This, he wrote, ‘would 
be a gain to us far more durable and fruitful than the annexation of great 
provinces’; it would also help to promote his policy of closer union with 
the United States, by making it even more worthwhile for the latter to 
‘belong to the English- speaking club’. Unfortunately for ‘Basic’, the 
support of Churchill proved to be the kiss of death.64
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12 Smuts in context: Britain and South Africa

[This chapter is expanded from a paper fi rst published (under the title 
‘South Africa, Cambridge, and Commonwealth History’) in The Round 
Table: the Commonwealth Journal of International Affairs, vol. 90, no. 360 
(2001), which in turn was based upon a modifi ed version of the Smuts 
Distinguished Lecture, University of Cambridge, November 2000, 
delivered under the auspices of the Managers of the Smuts Memorial 
Fund, to commemorate the fi ftieth anniversary of the death of Jan 
Christiaan Smuts – not an occasion for denigration.]

He was a man who raised the name of South Africa, with all its special . . . prob-
lems, to the highest rank of respect . . . among the freedom- loving nations of the 
world.

A noble and outstanding fi gure in his faithful and courageous support of his own 
countrymen when they seemed to be opposed by overwhelming forces . . . one 
of the most enlightened, courageous and noble- minded men . . . of the twentieth 
century.1

No, these words are not a eulogy to Nelson Mandela. They were in fact 
spoken in the House of Commons by Churchill and Attlee respectively 
after the death on 11 September 1950 of Field Marshal Jan Christiaan 
Smuts, the only other South African leader of world stature besides 
Nelson Mandela. The general eagerness today to honour Mandela has 
its parallel in the adulation once accorded to Smuts. For the last two and 
a quarter years of his life, he was chancellor of Cambridge University, 
between Baldwin and Tedder. That Cambridge should, in an uncontested 
election, choose a prime minister of unregenerate South Africa to be its 
chancellor may strike many now as odd, and the tributes quoted above as 
singularly inappropriate. Fifty years after his death, Smuts’s reputation is 
in eclipse, and he is widely perceived as ‘a racist and an imperialist’. We 
in Cambridge may all unite, however, in a grateful commemoration of 
the sequel to the university’s action over the chancellorship: the establish-
ment of the Smuts Memorial Fund for Commonwealth Studies in 1952. 
The princely sum of £150,000 was raised rapidly in times of austerity by 
public subscription to commemorate Smuts’s part, as Attlee put it, ‘in 
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the development of the conception of the Commonwealth and his devo-
tion to the University of which he was Chancellor’.2 Today (2007) the 
fund has an annual income of about £300,000. It not only provides for 
the professorship of the history of the Commonwealth, but has fi nanced 
a broad range of Commonwealth studies, through six Smuts Readers, 
many visiting and post- doctoral fellowships and studentships, and most 
recently a Smuts Librarian. In addition the Managers arrange lectures, 
and regularly make substantial grants to faculty libraries, for graduate 
study, research, and travel, and towards the costs of publication. After 
more than half a century of enjoying this munifi cence, we should remind 
ourselves of how it all came about, and so perhaps arrive at a better 
understanding of the signifi cance of Smuts himself.

I

Jan Smuts arrived in Christ’s College, Cambridge as an undergradu-
ate law student in 1891. There, he later claimed, he found ‘hospitality, 
friendship, comradeship . . . an atmosphere of culture and a spiritual 
home’. This recollection was a little too rosy, I suspect. At least for his 
fi rst year, he was short of money, lonely, ‘utterly desolate’ – and very 
cold. He lodged at 13 Victoria Street, probably for all three years. On 
the edge of the residential district known as ‘The Kite’, close to college, 
it is an artisan’s dwelling, basic even by local standards. (There is no 
commemorative plaque.) Smuts kept himself to himself. He did not 
join the Union. Eventually he became friendly with two or three of the 
dons, and was drawn into a small group of South African students who 
accompanied him to the new St Columba’s Presbyterian Church in 
Downing Street. One Boat Race day they persuaded him to go with them 
on a cheap railway excursion to London. Somehow he gave them the 
slip between Liverpool Street and Putney, escaping to spend an enjoy-
able day – in the library of the Middle Temple. Unsurprisingly, Smuts 
took fi rsts in both parts of the Law Tripos. Extraordinarily, he sat both 
examinations in the same year, 1894. He was awarded the George Long 
Prize for Roman Law and was remembered as a student of exceptional 
brilliance. Christ’s offered him a fellowship. He turned it down.3

On his return to South Africa, and after becoming at the age of 
twenty- eight state attorney in the Transvaal government, Smuts played 
a resourceful part as a Boer general in the South African Anglo- Boer 
War – ‘faithful and courageous’ indeed, in support of his own country-
men when ‘opposed by overwhelming forces’. His opening salvo was 
to dictate for anonymous publication a vitriolic denunciation of British 
policy, A century of wrong in the English translation, in which British rule 
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and intervention in South Africa was repeatedly described as a perfi di-
ous record of duplicity, fraud, and violence.4 This is not altogether wide 
of the mark. Victorian policy was aggressive and subject to maddening 
vacillations. As a young Boer commando- leader, Smuts carried in his 
knapsack not only the proverbial fi eld marshal’s baton, but also a Greek 
New Testament and a volume of Kant. This would have been unusual 
on the opposite side. It was, after all, Ruff’s guide to the turf which con-
soled General Buller, and Jerome K. Jerome’s Three men in a boat (To say 
nothing of the dog) which was found in the knapsack of a British soldier 
killed at Spion Kop.

After the war, the British regime under Lord Milner tried to con-
solidate military victory with a scheme to introduce more English 
settlers. The target was 7,800 but only 568 arrived, at a cost of £2.5 
million – the subject of a premonitory Churchillian quip: never has ‘so 
much money been spent upon the settlement of so few’. When an anti-
 jingoistic Liberal government came into offi ce in Britain in December 
1905, with Churchill a junior minister at the Colonial Offi ce, Smuts 
seized the chance to campaign for the restoration of self- government to 
the Transvaal. His meeting with the Liberal prime minister, Sir Henry 
Campbell- Bannerman, proved to be the defi ning moment of Smuts’s 
political life. Unfortunately, like all ‘defi ning moments’, perhaps, it was 
based on self- delusion. What Smuts could not know was that the deci-
sion had already been taken in principle, and that in any case ministers 
had been warned to be on their guard against a man described by the 
Colonial Offi ce South African expert as ‘a Boer and a lawyer’, who 
would argue with ‘all the cunning of his race and calling’. Plainly, no one 
in Whitehall in 1906 could discern the Commonwealth angel impris-
oned in the Afrikaner block of marble. Smuts was totally convinced he 
had persuaded Campbell- Bannerman to be magnanimous. Campbell-
 Bannerman, like the good politician he was, let him believe it. Moreover, 
whether the policy was genuinely magnanimous is an issue on which I 
am agnostic.5 Be that as it may, Smuts hung a portrait of Campbell-
 Bannerman behind his desk, and again and again recalled the ‘magna-
nimity’ of the Liberal post- war settlement. During his inaugural address 
as chancellor at Cambridge, he dwelt upon this ‘highlight of statesman-
ship’: Campbell- Bannerman had performed, he said, ‘an immortal 
service to the British Empire, aye, to the cause of man everywhere’. ‘My 
very presence here today’, he added, ‘bears witness to that great deed of 
political wisdom.’6

This was not how the Conservative Opposition saw it in 1906. The 
former prime minister, A.J. Balfour, denounced the Liberals’ constitu-
tion for the Transvaal as ‘the most reckless experiment ever tried in the 
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development of a great colonial policy’. Remarkably, however, only three 
years later, Balfour endorsed its logical corollary, the South Africa Act of 
Union, as ‘one of the great landmarks of imperial policy . . . which is going 
to produce admirable fruits’.7 The judgment of history may be that the 
Liberal government in these years was at fi rst neither so reckless, nor in 
1909–10 so successful, as Balfour thought. But there was certainly a shift 
of opinion in favour of the Boers. Rapid progress towards South African 
unifi cation was expedited because it suited both the British and the Boer 
leadership. The British government wanted to promote Anglo- Boer 
friendship and establish a large, effective, and grateful Union in order 
geopolitically to strengthen a weak link in the imperial chain. The Boers 
wanted it in order to assert themselves against the mining magnates, rid 
South Africa of British interference, consolidate white supremacy, and 
create a fi rm base for Afrikaner national expansion. Botha and Smuts, 
once in power in the Transvaal, quickly commended themselves, their 
administration winning almost golden opinions in London for frankness, 
friendliness, reasonableness, and helpfulness.8 The new self- governing 
regime seemed to compare more than favourably with troublesome com-
munities in the ‘British world’ elsewhere, especially ‘White Australia’ 
and the Kenya settlers. There was even testimony to improvement in the 
treatment of Africans. The Boers had recovered well from the aftermath 
of war, astutely led by Botha and Smuts, while the British failed to grasp 
how far they were losing ground. In consequence they indulged in some 
wishful thinking.9 So there was a ‘window of opportunity’ for the unifi -
cation movement, a short- lived period of perhaps unreal and transient 
goodwill.

There was a willingness in London to let the South African politicians 
settle their own constitution. Largely at Smuts’s insistence, this was to 
be unitary and not federal in structure, and it followed the Westminster 
model, not the old Boer oligarchical republican constitutions. This guar-
anteed its credibility in Britain. The Union constitution – despite some 
myths to the contrary – was in no sense ‘imposed’ from London. The 
British government, and the Conservative Opposition, calmly accepted 
most of what Smuts wanted. The result froze the African franchise 
and political advancement, and neutralised the threat to an Afrikaner 
regime from urban and predominantly English- speaking voters. It 
also entrenched the Transvaal in an advantageous position by making 
Pretoria the seat of the executive. Smuts had every reason to be pleased 
with his efforts. He may well have concluded that he could continue to 
manipulate the British to secure his own ends.10

Now, throw in some calculations about South African national 
interest as a precarious ‘small nation’ (in inverted commas), and it is 
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easy enough to explain why Smuts became reconciled to the Empire-
 Commonwealth. But how did Cambridge fi x upon him as its chancel-
lor? No records are available about such decisions. My guess is that 
the prime movers were the Master of his old college, Christ’s, Canon 
Charles Raven, providentially in place as vice- chancellor, and the Master 
of St John’s, E.A. Benians. Benians was the central fi gure in Cambridge 
imperial and Commonwealth history for the whole of the fi rst half of the 
twentieth century. Unlike the Oxford historians of empire, inspired and 
fi nanced by men who identifi ed with the imperial triumphalism of the 
South African War, Cambridge historians like Benians and Professor 
Eric Walker regarded the war – which coincided exactly with Benians’s 
formative undergraduate years – as an intolerable blot on Britain’s 
record. Writing only a few years afterwards in the Cambridge modern 
history, Benians pulled no punches, denouncing a ‘devastating, embit-
tering’ war which, he implied, the Afrikaners (‘formidable, stubborn 
and skilful opponents’ though they were) should never have had to fi ght, 
a war in which Britain infl icted ‘the severest injury’ on a ‘distracted 
country’.11 To the Cambridge dons who thought like this, making Smuts 
their chancellor was an act of expiation, even more than it was an asser-
tion of the university’s aspirations to an international status.

Of Smuts’s fame and distinction there could in any case be no doubt: 
OM, CH, KC, FRS, LLB, Honorary LLD, an Honorary Fellow of 
Christ’s since 1915, a fi eld marshal in the British army, a creator of the 
Royal Air Force, a member of Lloyd George’s War Cabinet, twice prime 
minister of South Africa, a founder of the League of Nations, a principal 
architect of the inter- war British Commonwealth. Lawyer and scientist, 
soldier, and mythic philosopher- king, Smuts had a wholly exceptional 
range of talents and experiences. In 1917, the journalist C.P. Scott said, 
‘Smuts was perhaps the most popular man in the country.’12 He made a 
tremendous impression on all who met him. The Master of Magdalene, 
A.C. Benson, wrote in 1917 that he looked like a radiant Scandinavian 
royal prince, ‘the embodiment of grace and sympathy and freedom . . . a 
beautiful spirit, I felt’. Benson did not automatically admire the famous. 
Compare his opinion of Churchill: ‘he looked like a real cad’, ‘like some 
sort of maggot’.13

To some extent there are genuine parallels between Smuts and 
Mandela: both were well born but essentially country- boys at heart, with 
an affi nity for the natural world, a Christian upbringing, and an English-
 language education, who both became lawyers and acclaimed guerrilla 
leaders, both inspirational personalities, generously preaching recon-
ciliation.14 But there is of course another side, or limitation, to Smuts. 
For all his admirable internationalism, scholarly learning, paternalist 
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sympathies, and constant talk of justice, fair play, human fellowship, and 
interdependence, of the world as a holistic ‘great society of companion-
ship’,15 he did nothing to promote the political advancement of Africans. 
Inertia was perhaps largely to blame: sins of omission rather than com-
mission. But whether it was from inaction or indifference, caution or 
obtuseness, few among condescending posterity have much good to say 
of the Smuts who failed to grapple with this problem. ‘Colour queers 
my poor pitch everywhere,’ he complained in 1946. Some are no doubt 
tempted to mutter, ‘serve him right’. Smuts drafted the opening sen-
tence of the preamble to the United Nations Charter, proclaiming the 
UN’s faith in basic human rights, the importance of safeguarding the 
‘essential worth and integrity of the human personality’. The words were 
soon to be fl ung in his face as evidence of hypocrisy.16 ‘Human rights’ to 
him meant dignity rather than equality. Smuts was, however, a prisoner 
of the ideologies of his generation – ideologies often virtually indistin-
guishable from those of the Edwardian Liberal Party – and before we get 
too judgmental, let us remind ourselves of the spacious perspectives of 
Mandela: ‘I cared more that he had helped the foundation of the League 
of Nations, promoting freedom throughout the world, than the fact that 
he had repressed freedom at home.’17 Let us also note that in speaking 
of non- Europeans, Smuts never descended to the crude contempt of a 
Field Marshal Montgomery or the cruel jokes of a Churchill.

More than most of us, perhaps, Smuts had his blind spots and con-
tradictions. He was a South African patriot who seemed to care more 
about Europe than Africa. His own people became increasingly puzzled 
by him and sceptical, giving him a derogatory nickname, ‘Slim Jannie’, 
implying that he was two- faced and unscrupulous.18 Afrikaner nation-
alists see him as a clever son of the veldt who sold his birthright for a 
mess of British imperial potage, a prodigal son who not only never really 
came home, but was so compromised at the end of his life as to accept 
the chancellorship of a British university. He had been unsuccessful in 
promoting South Africa’s international interests after 1945. And so the 
South African white electorate rejected him in 1948. Too Anglophile 
for the Afrikaners, too much the wily old Afrikaner opportunist for the 
British South Africans, and the victim of a psephological quirk in the 
electoral provisions of the Union constitution – which as its founding 
father he was too punctilious, or too proud, to remove – Smuts lost to 
Dr Malan’s National Party, who entered into power on a minority of the 
votes.19
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Plate 12.1 Smuts with Hertzog (Smuts on the right). When General 
J.B.M. Hertzog’s National Party defeated Smuts in the election of 
1924, Whitehall was more alarmed than it would be in 1948. But in 
1933 Smuts and Hertzog were reunited in an uneasy coalition led by 
Hertzog, known as ‘the Fusion government’, 1934–40.
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II

The fall of Smuts surprised the British governing elite and the African 
National Congress leaders alike, but by neither was it regarded as a dis-
aster. Who and what they were dealing with came into sharper focus. 
Indeed, on hearing that Smuts had died, the British high commissioner 
in South Africa, Sir Evelyn Baring (son of the great Lord Cromer), is 
recorded as sleeping more soundly in his bed. It is an unexpected reac-
tion, and it needs a little explanation.20

The Union of South Africa was an inherently expansionist state from 
the beginning. The South Africa Act of 1909 provisionally envisaged a 
transfer from Britain to the Union of responsibility for the three High 
Commission Territories (Basutoland, Bechuanaland, and Swaziland), 
geopolitically enmeshed in the South African geographical region. The 
British government began to repent of this ‘Greater South Africa’ plan 
as early as 1913, disillusioned by the harsh and decidedly unmagnani-
mous Natives Land Act introduced by General Botha’s government 
in that year. Nevertheless, every South African prime minister from 
Botha in 1911 to Verwoerd in 1961 pressed for the transfer of the High 
Commission Territories. As trustee, the British government was increas-
ingly determined not to hand them over without African consent. This 
ever- hardening resistance was the principal cause of the steady deteriora-
tion of Anglo- South African relations in the inter- war years. To counter 
this deterioration, British policy- makers clung to Smuts as some sort of 
collaborative agent. There were two snags to this. One was that Smuts 
was of dubious value in such a role, simply because he was unrepre-
sentative of the Afrikaner community, indeed insensitive to some of its 
most cherished aspirations, such as republicanism. The other was that 
Smuts had his own agenda and was the most committed and persistent 
expansionist of them all.21 He had defi ned Boer war aims in 1899 with 
the slogan: ‘from Zambesi to Simon’s Bay: Africa for the Africander’. 
Later, his territorial ambitions extended not only to Rhodesia and the 
High Commission Territories, but to South- West Africa, and to at least 
part of Mozambique, and possibly even to Kenya as well. What High 
Commissioner Baring feared was that Attlee’s post- war government, 
grateful for an £80 million gold loan which Smuts had arranged, would 
do a deal with Smuts, transferring Swaziland to him, sacrifi cing it as a 
compromise, the better perhaps to protect the other two Territories from 
a similar fate. It was, however, inconceivable that any such deal would 
be done with a South African government not headed by Smuts. And 
so the removal of Smuts from the scene enabled Baring to ‘sleep more 
soundly in his bed’. Thus, paradoxically, in the moment of its triumph 
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in winning the election of 1948, the National Party ensured the defeat of 
the foundation- dream of a ‘Greater South Africa’.

Apart from pursuing the contentious issue of northward expansion, 
long after the British planners had given it up as an aim for South Africa, 
Smuts was for the last forty years of his life not merely persona grata to 
both sides of British politics, but widely admired as a statesman of the 
fi rst rank. ‘He’s certainly impressive and very good company,’ wrote 
Sir Alexander Cadogan in his diary, and ‘one of the few men whom I 
think the PM [Churchill] really respects and to whom he will listen’.22 
Probably his closest friends were an English Quaker family, the Gilletts, 
with whom he corresponded regularly.

Smuts’s views on race – relations between black and white South 
Africans – were hardly systematic, and they were not geared to immedi-
ate practical solutions to ‘the native problem’. Of black South Africans, 
notoriously he said, ‘I don’t believe in politics for them.’ On the other 
hand, he did not regard racial differences as innate and immutable, 
accepting that characteristics could change and acculturation develop, 
although probably slowly. He latched on to British doctrines of trustee-
ship as a convenient and principled middle way between racial equality 
and white superiority. He quoted Lugard’s Dual mandate with approval, 
and he agreed that trusteeship carried the obligation to rule justly, even 
while it might function as a paternalistic vehicle for discrimination. 
Although he upheld the right to local residential segregation, he rejected 
all ideas of enforcing it by state legislation. Indeed, by 1942 he had con-
cluded that ‘the policy of keeping Europeans and Africans completely 
apart’ would not work. The economic and social facts refuted the theory 
that whites and blacks could live in separate territorial compartments. 
‘The whole trend both in this country and throughout Africa has been 
in the opposite direction.’ He constantly insisted that close contact was 
the reality, that South Africa was a unitary and dynamic economy, within 
which black and white had little option but to work together, because 
each needed the other. Mr Justice Fagan’s Report of the Native Laws 
Commission (1948) embodied his social philosophy. It declared that ter-
ritorial separation of the races was a self- deceiving dream.23

In many ways, Smuts’s attitude was little different from those of the 
intellectual and offi cial elites in 1930s and 1940s Britain. If his abhor-
rence of miscegenation seemed to take him closer to the more extreme 
doctrines of Stellenbosch and Bloemfontein, these were just as prevalent 
in Oxford and Kensington, as the reaction to Seretse Khama’s marriage 
painfully showed.24 It should therefore be possible to argue that Smuts 
had an essential Britishness of outlook, which was the source of his 
breadth of vision. It may be possible to understand his attitude to race, 
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and, as it developed, to apartheid, by standing back, taking a longer 
perspective than that of his own lifetime, and examining the dynamics 
of British policy towards the apartheid state, particularly after 1948. By 
looking at the South African problem in this way, through British eyes, 
we may be able to conjecture how Smuts himself would have reacted to 
the racial policies of the Afrikaner regime after his death.

I suppose that most ordinary British people have a notion that the 
main concern of their governments with respect to South Africa has 
been one of economic interest – the protection of gold supply, trade, 
and investment – and that this objective compromised a proper stand 
against apartheid, even to the extent of actually supporting South Africa 
at the United Nations. Afrikaners are now further maintaining that it 
was the British government, not their National Party, which was in some 
fundamental way actually to blame for the invention of apartheid. There 
are misconceptions here. I want to comment on three of them, and in so 
doing, place Smuts more accurately in context, as South Africa lurched 
off in directions he would not have taken.

First, as to the nature of British interests in South Africa. Although 
it is true that there were long- standing economic linkages which were 
mutually benefi cial, of less obvious but probably greater weight with 
Cabinet ministers were the strategic imperatives for trying to maintain as 
good relations as possible. The Cape route to India and Australia had to 
be kept open; South Africa was a major source of uranium; and it might 
be a useful anti- communist ally in the cold war. Even more central to 
Whitehall’s concerns, it was essential not fatally to upset South Africa 
over the High Commission Territories, so vulnerable to all sorts of 
pressure, quite apart from the threat of incorporation. Preservation of 
over- fl ying rights to maintain air access was a serious consideration. The 
top priority of British South African policy was now the containment 
of South African expansion. Like Smuts, Whitehall planners viewed 
the world geopolitically. In fact, stopping the territorial spread of the 
apartheid regime was probably the most useful and realistic thing British 
governments could do to combat it, and they succeeded. Against all the 
odds, Lesotho, Botswana, Swaziland, and Namibia emerged into inde-
pendence, and South Africa’s boundaries today remain precisely those 
of 1910.25

Secondly, did British governments ‘support’ apartheid by an indulgent 
attitude at the United Nations over anti- South African resolutions? If 
this were ever true, the charge largely ceased to be valid from April 1960, 
when for the fi rst time, instead of abstaining, the British delegation voted 
in favour of a General Assembly resolution condemning South Africa. 
This was in the aftermath of the horrifying shootings at Sharpeville, 
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but it was also in accordance with the warning unequivocally issued 
by Prime Minister Macmillan in February during his famous ‘wind of 
change’ speech. There were, he declared, aspects of South African policy 
‘which make it impossible to support you without being false to our own 
deep convictions about the political destinies of free men, to which in 
our territories we are striving to give effect’.26 (It is often forgotten that 
this was the climax and principal message of Macmillan’s speech, and 
not the ‘wind of change’, added as an afterthought; the whole sub- text 
was that South Africa was becoming a liability to the West in the cold 
war.) Before April 1960, however, Britain had only appeared to support 
South Africa. Such alignment as there was with South Africa at the UN 
was made, not out of love for Malan and his successor Strijdom, but for 
compelling reasons of Britain’s own as a colonial power. If UN inter-
vention in the affairs of South and South- West Africa were successfully 
established, there would be a dangerous precedent for ‘interference’ in 
British colonies. (See above, p. 258.)

Of the reality of British ministerial detestation of apartheid and its 
exponents there can be no doubt, and it was uniform across the political 
spectrum. Labour colonial secretaries denounced apartheid as ‘totally 
repugnant’ and a ‘wicked racial policy’.27 Eden hated Strijdom: ‘obsti-
nate, rude and purblind’, an offensive bully.28 For Macmillan, white 
supremacy was ‘clearly wrong’, and he was personally committed to 
saying so publicly. Even Baroness Thatcher had to say, ‘I held no brief 
for apartheid.’29 Sir John Maud, high commissioner from 1959 to 
1962, fi lled his despatches with scathing observations. ‘To a Western 
European’, he wrote, Verwoerd’s government ‘seems to owe more to 
the 17th century than to the 20th century – though there is an ominous 
Hitlerian smell about it.’ Afrikaners had somehow ‘missed the spirit 
of the century’, allowing themselves to become ‘a police state run by 
Transvaal thugs’. Dr Verwoerd (prime minister, 1958–66) he regarded 
as an arrogant, ruthless and authoritarian intellectual, a formidable, 
enigmatic, doctrinaire fanatic of ‘impregnable insularity’, ‘frighteningly 
self- righteous’. The minister for external affairs, Eric Louw, Maud dis-
missed as an embittered, spiteful, pedantic, vain, dreary, self- righteous 
neurotic, as unprepossessing as he was unpopular, ‘disturbingly reminis-
cent of Dr Goebbels’.30

In Sir John Maud’s analysis, the British government would simply 
have to sit it out with this objectionable regime, just as they were sitting 
it out with that other conspicuous tyranny, Soviet Russia. He was con-
vinced that apartheid would collapse in the end, because it was ‘incon-
ceivable that in this multi- racial state the criterion of advancement will 
forever remain the colour of your skin’. Verwoerdism must collapse, ‘for 



 354 Great men

the simple reason that it is not only evil but cannot be made to fi t the 
facts: it is a policy for putting back in their shells eggs which were broken 
long ago (when South Africa fi rst began to become industrialised)’. 
These acute insights were matched by almost prophetic predictions: ‘In 
the end the policy will have to be modifi ed in the interests of economic 
good sense.’ And again: ‘Christianity is a much more serious long- term 
threat than Communism to white supremacy.’31

So let us be quite clear about it: no British government ‘supported’ 
apartheid. Indeed, to have done so would have made nonsense of 
decolonisation and destroyed British international credibility, espe-
cially with those Afro- Asian nations whose friendship was needed in 
the East–West struggle. At the same time, it was necessary to keep on 
terms as good as possible with the South African government, despite 
apartheid. A reasonable working relationship remained necessary even 
after South Africa was driven out of the Commonwealth, which took 
its stand on human rights and non- racialism, in 1961. South Africa still 
had to be treated as half- ally and half- untouchable at the same time. 
British governments equivocated on the complex issue of sanctions, 
trying to distinguish in arms sales between weapons which might be 
used for internal repression and those required for external defence, and 
thus continued to pay a price in domestic and international criticism, 
which they believed to be unavoidable in order to preserve essential 
higher interests. As a Labour minister told his Cabinet colleagues in 
1951, those who would ostracise South Africa and have nothing to do 
with it, ‘completely fail to understand the realities of the situation’.32 
Nevertheless, there is no doubt where even Conservative ministerial 
sympathies lay. Secretly, the Macmillan government provided crucial 
facilities for Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo, and the ANC, meeting in 
and moving through Bechuanaland circa 1960.33 British governments 
walked an agonising tightrope between co- operation with South Africa 
on matters of mutual concern, and provocation by policies such as 
promoting independence for the High Commission Territories. I have 
no experience of tightrope walking myself, but I understand the art is 
to keep the eye fi rmly fi xed on a distant point. Sir John Maud showed 
Whitehall how to do this. Always remember, he advised, that one day 
there would almost certainly be a black government in Pretoria, so ‘keep 
faith’ with the black majority, keep a foot in the door, and meanwhile do 
not antagonise the National Party government to no good purpose. The 
return of the new South Africa to the Commonwealth in 1994 surely 
vindicates the essential soundness of this British strategy.34

Thirdly, does the British government – or Smuts for that matter – in 
fact have any responsibility for the invention of apartheid – as is now 
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being vigorously asserted among Afrikaners anxious to make common 
cause with the blacks as brothers in their shared experience of British 
oppression? Not to beat about the bush, this is rather obviously a self-
 serving attempt to defl ect the blame from where it properly belongs. No 
one is denying that the British treated South Africa badly in the nine-
teenth century, but everything changed in 1906, as Smuts recognised. 
Nor can we deny that apartheid had some of its roots in Edwardian poli-
cies of segregation. Separate black urban locations were, after all, well 
established in South Africa before 1910. But such arrangements were 
common throughout the British and French empires. At the turn of the 
century the world’s most notorious racial villain was not South Africa 
but ‘White Australia’. Separate ethnic ‘quarters’ in any case seem almost 
to be a historic and universal principle of urban life. Segregation may 
have been the framework within which apartheid developed. However, 
there is a fundamental difference between segregation and apartheid.35 
Smuts condemned apartheid as ‘a crazy concept, born of prejudice and 
fear’. (This suggests that Chief Luthuli was wrong in his crushing judg-
ment that ‘it did not seem to us of much importance’ whether Smuts 
or Malan won the election of 1948.36) What happened from 1948 was 
that a seismic shift took place, from pragmatic, occasional, and limited 
measures of discrimination and separation, to an ideological, unifi ed, 
and systematic denial of black rights in all spheres of life: something dog-
matic, rigorous, and totalising. Ad hoc arrangements were superseded 
by an unmerciful programme, regulating not just physical space, but 
human movement and social relationships too. The difference is neatly 
exemplifi ed in the extension of specifi c legislation against inter- racial 
prostitution in the 1927 Immorality Act, to an ideologically driven crimi-
nalisation of racial mixture in the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act 
of 1949, the highly symbolic fi rst act of the apartheid regime.37 At best, 
apartheid was evidence of a preposterous vanity about the Self com-
pounded by a fathomless ignorance about ‘the Other’. But it was more 
sinister than this. Apartheid was given a religious sanction as a doctrine 
worked out by the Dutch Reformed Church, ideologically underpinned 
by twenty years of clerical thought – I refuse to call it theology, since its 
biblical arguments were almost entirely spurious – and then injected into 
the Afrikaner political elite in the 1940s. Theocratic appeals to divine 
sanction of course always conveniently place laws beyond modern prin-
ciples of rational criticism. God had instituted boundary lines between 
races, it seems, and that was all there was to be said.38 As prime minister, 
Dr Malan lectured the African National Congress to the effect that racial 
differences were ‘permanent and not man- made . . . Afrikanerdom is 
but a creation of God. Our history is the highest work of the Architect 
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of the Centuries.’39 The minister for Bantu Administration, De Wet 
Nel, said in May 1959, introducing the so- called ‘Promotion of Bantu 
Self- Government Bill’ – the cornerstone of the notorious ‘grand apart-
heid’ of bantustans or African homelands – apartheid is ‘not a mere 
abstraction which hangs in the air. It is a divine task which has to be 
implemented and fulfi lled systematically.’40 Whatever criticisms can be 
made of Smuts,41 this was emphatically not his language or world- view, 
let alone that of any British government. However fumblingly, Smuts 
tried to fi nd ways in which South Africans of different race and colour 
could live together. The National Party forced them to live apart. The 
difference could not be more stark.42 What the Afrikaner regime taught 
in its schools they called ‘Christian- National thought’. This has been 
memorably described by one historian as an eclectic amalgam of neo-
 Calvinism, neo- Nazism, and pseudo- scientifi c eugenics, with a dash of 
hopeless romanticism.43 Only this peculiar Afrikaner concoction, and 
not any kind of British input, can adequately explain why segregation-
ist policies held in common around the British empire as the twentieth 
century began, were gradually repudiated everywhere else, but in South 
Africa were reinvented as something much worse in the 1950s.

III

It was Nelson Mandela who in 2001 spoke of relations between Britain 
and South Africa in terms of ‘a special relationship and its mutual ben-
efi ts, which history has bound us in’.44 It was something Smuts might 
have said, a generous yet realistic appreciation of the closeness of the 
ties between the two countries. South Africa had by far the largest con-
centration of British- descended population of any country in Africa, 
and there were economic and geopolitical reasons for each to remain in 
friendly relationship despite their differences, latterly sharpened by the 
explosive issues of race. So it was always an uneasy special relationship. 
Smuts himself embodied historically many of the points of confl ict and 
continuing tension, as well as fi nding a path to their partial resolution, 
a resolution never free of ambivalence. The ambivalence was mutual. 
It was much harder to resolve once the Afrikaner community commit-
ted itself to the theocratic doctrine of apartheid, ‘the creed of despair’, 
the evasion of reality.45 It led to the departure of South Africa from 
the Commonwealth in 1961. This ‘parting of the ways’ underlined the 
unease but could not entirely destroy the inherently ‘special’ nature of 
their historic relationship.

This was of course an outcome, some ten years after his death, that 
would have shattered Smuts. Of all the contexts in which we may place 
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him, the Commonwealth was one to which he attached particular value, 
for it was where he found a platform and a fulfi lment which South Africa 
was less and less able to provide. For Smuts, the Commonwealth rep-
resented the continuing basis of an essential Anglo- Afrikaner reconcilia-
tion at home, and the beautiful prospect of peace abroad, ‘the beginning 
of great things for the World’. Was he mistaken so consistently to make 
Anglo- Afrikaner co- operation his fi rst priority? Within the context of 
multi- racial South Africa, almost certainly. But 1961 shows that the rela-
tionship between the two white groups could never be taken for granted. 
History does not fi nd it easy to exonerate Smuts for his perverse passiv-
ity in the face of the more fundamental issue of the black South African 
communities. Those who rush to judgment, however, would do well to 
ponder the measured assessment of Professor Mansergh:

Yet however large race relations may loom in the mind of a succeeding genera-
tion they should not be allowed to obscure foresight or achievements in other 
fi elds, at least as immediate in their importance and as challenging in their 
nature, in earlier times. Union itself, a memorable part in two world wars, an 
unrivalled perception of the principles that determined the transformation of 
Empire into Commonwealth – these were things in their own day of counter-
balancing weight. In the perspective of history, after all, it was not colour but 
war, peace and their consequences that dominated the years of Smuts’ political 
maturity from 1897 down to 1945 and what the times immediately demanded, 
Smuts supremely gave.46

In other words, even ‘great men’ have to be understood in context, as a 
product of their times, and also as constrained by their practice of poli-
tics as the art of the possible.
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13 Empire and sexual opportunity

[The article thus entitled fi rst appeared in the Journal of Imperial and 
Commonwealth History in January 1986 (vol. 14, no. 2). It was not well 
received by feminists and others who found it did not conform to their own 
concerns about gender, racial and patriarchical domination, or emerging 
‘queer theory’. A debate was conducted with Mark T. Berger in the pages 
of the Journal in 1988: ‘Imperialism and sexual exploitation: a response 
to Ronald Hyam’s Empire and sexuality’, and my ‘Reply’ (vol. 17, no. 1). 
Two years later I published Empire and sexuality: the British experience 
(Manchester University Press). This was also criticised for being ‘under-
 theorised’, which was disappointing, as I had attempted to develop a 
‘surplus energy’ theory of imperialism (however inadequate), and had 
written a good deal about the interpretation of sexuality, the theory of 
sublimation, and my own concept of the ‘parergal’ character of sexual 
activity. In the 1990s there were two review articles about my work: (1) 
by Margaret Strobel, ‘Sex and work in the British empire’ (Radical History 
Review, vol. 54 (1992), pp. 177–86), and (2) by Richard A. Voeltz, ‘The 
British empire, sexuality, feminism, and Ronald Hyam’ (European Review 
of History/Revue Européenne d’Histoire, vol. 3, no. 1 (1996), pp. 41–5). 
Voeltz amusingly demonstrated the ambivalence of a body of work which 
could be regarded both as a radically subversive critique of empire, and as 
phallocentric imperialist apologetics; he concluded, however, that evalu-
ating my view of the subject ‘remains a daunting proposition’.
 Much of the material here was refi ned in Empire and sexuality, but, 
for the historiographical record, the original text is retained. However, 
at fi fty- six pages it was too long to reprint in full, so I have omitted 
the sections on ‘The British home- base’, and the twentieth- century 
‘Reaction’. In its reduced form it considers fi rst ‘The sexual impera-
tive’, especially as we can observe it overseas, and then provides a syn-
optic view of the principal settings within which the ‘Arcana Imperii’ 
had their clandestine manifestations in the nineteenth century. The 
1986 version was densely footnoted, in order to establish the academic 
credibility of the subject. These notes have been much simplifi ed, 
renumbered, and brought up to date where necessary.]

When in 1960 I fi rst began research on the British empire, to write about 
its sexual aspects seemed so chimerical a project that I then put aside 
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such evidence as I came across. The whole position has, however, since 
been entirely transformed by the successful reconstruction of the history 
of sex in British society, and by the progressive removal of reticence 
from political biography. We historians of empire were slow to make 
any parallel contribution. Although most imperial historians accept that 
Du Bois was right to point to the colour question as a major problem 
for the twentieth century, we have been much more reluctant to take up 
the challenge of his observation that he could forgive the West almost 
everything, including the slave trade, but not the way the white man 
took sexual advantage of black women [. . .] We are thus still in danger 
of pursuing a picture of European expansion which is both bowdlerised 
and incomplete: and, in comparison with metropolitan domestic history, 
out of date.1

I

The expansion of Europe was not only a matter of ‘Christianity and 
commerce’, it was also a matter of copulation and concubinage. Sexual 
opportunities were seized with imperious confi dence. Gustave Flaubert 
spoke for all those who regarded visits to oriental lands, especially at 
government expense, as providing additional sexual education even for 
the experienced womaniser. In 1850 he wrote from Cairo: ‘Here . . . one 
admits one’s sodomy . . . We have considered it our duty to indulge in 
this form of ejaculation.’ Such behaviour was not always popular. The 
deep- seated hostility of the Afghan people towards the British may well 
have been due to their resentment of the undisciplined lust with which 
British soldiers fell upon the women of Kabul in 1841. Roberts was 
determined to have no repetition in 1879, and the return of the troops to 
Peshawar as a result created an exceptional demand for sex, disrupting 
the routine services of Indian army prostitutes for several months.2 The 
Ndebele rebels in 1896 and the Zulu in 1906 also had grievances about 
the British treatment of their women. The Nandi and the Masai resented 
the demand for women generated by the building of the Uganda Railway. 
Crossing the colour line was sometimes done in contempt, with cyni-
cism and racial discrimination. The Southern Rhodesia Immorality Act 
(1903) protected white women but not black. Similarly the Europeans 
in 1926 in Papua New Guinea also imposed the death penalty for the 
attempted rape of a white woman by a black man, and life imprisonment 
for indecent assault; but black women received no such protection.3 The 
Pax Britannica was also a ‘pox Britannica’:4 Britain spread venereal dis-
eases around the globe along with its race- courses and botanical gardens, 
steam engines and law- books. Britain did not merely sell cotton clothes 
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to all the world, but also exported nude photographs. George Cannon, 
William Dugdale, and Henry Hayler were world leaders among the 
entrepreneurs of so- called pornography.5 There was a fl ourishing free 
trade in prostitution.

Paradoxically, alongside this often insensitive activity, the British had 
another export too, and a very infl uential counterbalancing one: their 
offi cial prudery. Practice and theory diverged. Britain had ‘an ultra 
squeamishness and hyper- prudery peculiar to itself’: narrow, blinkered, 
defective, and intolerant attitudes towards sex which it all too success-
fully imposed on the rest of the world. One of the worst results of the 
expansion of Europe was the introduction of its guilty inhibitions about 
sex into societies previously much better sexually adjusted than any in 
the West. Many Third World leaders have short- sightedly traded in the 
traditional open attitudes of their societies in pursuit of a sterile con-
formity to a supposedly more civilised, but in fact fundamentally infe-
rior, model of behaviour.

Imperial history, then, cannot neglect sexual activity, because it is 
there. But more than that: no area of history can entirely ignore sex, 
because sex matters to most people and has a direct bearing on their 
relationships. Innumerable autobiographies testify to this. Here, two 
quotations from members of the colonial services will have to suffi ce. 
Lugard wrote: ‘The real key to the study of a life lies in a knowledge of 
the emotions and passions . . . Of these the sexual instinct is recognised 
as the most potent for good or ill, and it has certainly been so in my life.’ 
Victor Purcell (Malayan offi cial turned historian) did not regard himself 
as particularly promiscuous, but ‘I have never been able to distinguish 
the sexual urge and the urge to live.’6

Sexual needs can be imperative. Margery Perham observed in 1932 
Francophone African migrant labourers in Kano queueing up to be 
circumcised in order to visit the Muslim prostitutes of the town.7 Many 
men have pursued the illusion of sexual satisfaction (most wanted when 
it is least obtainable, least needed when it is most available) to the point 
of obsession. Some men took risks with their careers at which the histo-
rian can only marvel. For ten years Milner maintained a secret mistress 
called Cécile in a ‘seedy backstreet in Brixton’ (1891–1901). Even on a 
working holiday in England at the end of the crucial year 1898 he van-
ished on a six- day bicycling trip with her on the South Downs. Rosebery 
may also have had something to hide: we simply do not know for sure, 
but the maintenance of a villa in Naples looks suspiciously like a typical 
ploy of late Victorian upper- class homosexuals. Eldon Gorst in Egypt 
was reprimanded by Cromer in 1898 for being too conciliatory with 
the opposite sex (and not conciliatory enough with his colleagues). But 
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there were many others whose private life became disastrously public. 
Sir Henry Pottinger was dismissed within a year as governor of Cape 
Colony in 1847. (Theal records: ‘No other Governor of the colony ever 
lived in such open licentiousness as he. His amours would have been 
inexcusable in a young man; in one approaching his 60th year they were 
scandalous.’8) Valentine Baker, brother of Samuel the explorer, wrecked 
his army career by assaulting a lady in a railway carriage in 1875, and had 
to transfer to the Turkish army. Parnell was reduced to humiliating sub-
terfuges, disguises, and scrambles on fi re- escapes in order to maintain 
contact with Kitty O’Shea before the storm broke. It was an ardent affair 
which manifestly interfered with the proper performance of his duties 
as a party leader. Lovers of boys took particularly horrendous chances. 
General Sir Eyre Coote (a former MP) made regular Saturday excur-
sions in 1815 into Christ’s Hospital School, London, and was eventually 
caught with his trousers down in a fl ogging- and- groping session with six 
boys aged fourteen and fi fteen. The Anglo- Boer War hero Sir Hector 
Macdonald was discovered in 1903 in a railway compartment with the 
blinds down, on the line between Colombo and Kandy, conducting (in 
all probability) a masturbation session with four Sinhalese boys. Trivial 
enough in itself, this led to another seven or eight immediate allega-
tions, and the threatened exposure of an alleged habitual and systematic 
pattern of serious sexual contacts (perhaps producing up to seventy 
witnesses), with both local boys and the sons of the European commu-
nity, aged twelve and upwards. Roberts already knew that Macdonald 
in South Africa was ‘given to quaint practices . . . love- making to quite 
young girls – but this must be something much worse’. Indeed it was. 
There was even the possibility that Macdonald had used the services of 
a homosexual procurer convicted of murder in 1902. Macdonald shot 
himself, to the enormous relief of the authorities. Although no offence 
under Ceylon law had occurred, it could conceivably have built up into 
the most prodigious scandal in imperial history if Macdonald had come 
to trial in Britain. It is probably for this reason that the case- fi le was 
apparently destroyed immediately after his death.9 Lewis Harcourt (ex- 
colonial secretary) in 1922 exposed his erection (or ‘stalagmite’ as he 
called it) to a house- guest, thirteen- year- old Etonian Edward James, who 
complained to his mother. For ‘Loulou’ also, suicide was the sequel.10

We can thus demonstrate the scandalous collapse of a number of 
imperial careers. More generally, it is helpful for the historian to know 
who or what sustains leaders in a crisis, or offi cials in their routines; to 
know to whom they turn to make the strain endurable, to whom they 
write in their loneliness, to know what inner image is the linchpin of 
their lives. Asquith was certainly not the only prime minister, or even 



 Empire and sexual opportunity  367

First World War leader, to be kept (more or less, in his case) on an 
even keel by exchanging letters with a lady- love. Others also had their 
‘pole- stars’, their Venetia Stanleys, and Asquith was not even alone in 
endangering security by indiscreet disclosures. Contemporaneously, 
Field Marshal Sir John French, despite what one would have thought 
more than adequate experience in these matters, was ridiculously swept 
off his feet by Winifred Bennett, writing to her almost daily in 1915 
and signing himself ‘Peter Pan’ to her ‘Wendy’. His battle- cry before 
Neuve Chapelle was ‘Winifred’. Admiral Beatty’s appointment as 
commander- in- chief practically coincided with the inauguration of his 
affair with Eugénie Godfrey- Faussett, his ‘fairy queen’; it was essential 
compensation for a wife with mental health problems. Lloyd George had 
his mistress- secretary, Frances Stevenson, whose unwanted pregnancy 
obtruded itself at the height of the war leadership crisis. Contemplating 
an earlier war, Milner found crucial relaxation in Cape Town (in the 
fateful autumn of 1899) with Lady Edward Cecil, his ‘godsend’. When 
at last she was free, he married her in 1921. Earlier still, Nelson (whose 
fl agrantly happy adultery long embarrassed naval hagiographers) truly 
observed that if there were more Emma Hamiltons there would be more 
Nelsons. However, not all life, even in the empire, takes place on the 
battlefi eld, and routine may be just as hard to get through, especially 
overseas. Palmerston livened up those long years behind desks at the 
War Offi ce with sexual relaxations: he successfully fi tted intercourse into 
the interstices of the working day. The words ‘fi ne day’ in his diary in 
fact recorded a successful proposition; sometimes there were fi ve such 
entries a week, some of them on the same day, though he also failed 
quite often with his overtures. For twenty- eight years Palmerston main-
tained a mistress before they were free to marry. Even Gladstone had 
extra- marital emotional support in Mrs Thistlethwaite, a high- class ex- 
courtesan. Though he was a faithful husband (and thus almost unique 
among nineteenth- century prime ministers), his nocturnal perambu-
lations seeking out (beautiful) prostitutes for ‘rescue’ carried its own 
special risks of misinterpretation and catastrophe. (His success rate was 
less than one per cent.) More seriously, perhaps, Gladstone was himself 
deeply perplexed by his own mixed motives, and for several years fl agel-
lated himself as a punishment, an act which must surely only have rein-
forced the cycle of excitement and doubt.

Turning overseas, and looking for the moment no further than India: 
Clive probably did not fornicate his way across the subcontinent, at least 
not after he was married, and, in view of the temptations in his path, 
was probably ‘astonished at his own moderation’. However, a reveal-
ing letter survives from John Dalton, his bachelor- days chum, which 
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not only refers to their both having been ‘clapped’ more than once, but 
looks forward to a joint exploration of the brothels of Covent Garden, 
and expresses relief that in spite of rumours about marriage ‘you fuck 
as usual’.11 Wellesley notoriously lived a life of sexual tempestuousness; 
his brother Wellington (certainly no abstainer himself: ‘publish and be 
damned!’) was so shocked as to wish him castrated. Metcalfe (acting 
governor- general 1835–6) had three Eurasian sons between 1809 and 
1817, though his failure to marry a white woman also had something 
to do with his delight in the ‘pure love which exists between man and 
man’. Northbrook as viceroy, 1872–6, was unpopular for reasons 
directly related to his private misfortunes: the double bereavement of 
both wife and son made him taciturn. He found dubious consolation 
with ‘a notorious white woman’ called Mrs Searle at Ranikhet in 1875, 
while at the same time becoming over- lyrical about children. Boys were 
certainly John Nicholson’s principal solace; one of his few surviving long 
letters reveals him much concerned about the supply of humming- tops 
and Jew’s harps with which to amuse the boys of Waziristan. But in 
general women were the order of the day, sometimes in bulk. Sir David 
Ochterlony (the Resident of Delhi, 1803–25) took thirteen Indian mis-
tresses. Colonel James Skinner (founder of the crack regiment ‘Skinner’s 
Horse’) was said to have had a harem of fourteen wives, though the 
family hotly denied there were ever more than seven; eighty children 
claimed him as their father. Both Wolseley and Burton as young soldiers 
in the Indian army had mistresses.

Of course not everyone behaved in this way. Kinsey identifi ed perhaps 
about 2 per cent of men as fundamentally apathetic about sex. Such 
people are unresponsive to erotic stimulus, attach little importance to 
sex, and fi nd little hardship in abstinence. A tentative list of ‘high achiev-
ers’ belonging to this category of ‘a- sexuals’ might include Benjamin 
Jowett and A.C. Benson (dons), General Gordon, Kitchener and 
Montgomery (soldiers), Sir Matthew Nathan and Sir Edward Twining 
(governors), and Winston Churchill and Harold Macmillan (politicians). 
Let Dean Inge and A.C. Benson be their spokesmen. Inge wrote in his 
diary: ‘in a decent, well- ordered life, sex does not play a very important 
part’. In his diary Benson wrote: ‘for me the real sexual problem does 
not exist . . . I don’t want to claim or to be claimed . . . and thus a whole 
range of problems means nothing to me.’12 Macmillan’s sustained inno-
cence and detachment (refusing all overtures at Eton and Oxford) left 
him ill- equipped to deal either with the romantic friendship between his 
wife and Robert Boothby, or with the Profumo Affair, which haunted the 
twilight of his premiership. (‘I had no idea of [this] strange underworld 
. . . all this kind of thing was not only distasteful but unthinkable.’13) It 
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must not be supposed that ‘a- sexuals’, those who by and large opt out, 
pose no problems for others by their abstinence. They often lose touch 
with reality. Benson represented more than one generation of school-
masters unable to come to terms with adolescent sexuality (‘the dread 
possibility’, ‘the dark shadow on the life of a schoolmaster, his most 
anxious and saddest preoccupation’). Such men gratuitously attempted 
to stamp out teenage masturbation. General Gordon was quite happy 
provided he could give the occasional bath to a dirty urchin and talk to 
him of God. But Gordon was probably unsuited to high responsibilities 
by the very fact of his not really caring about anything in life except his 
‘Gravesend laddies’, or ‘kings’, as he revealingly called them. Kitchener, 
whose private life focused on merely sentimental relationships with 
young offi cers, and who became involved in the Purity Movement, 
caused havoc in the First World War by his reluctance to introduce VD 
prophylaxis for the army in Europe.

Above all there is the classic case of Montgomery, a man incontestably 
fi tted for high command if not for anything else. Sex was something he 
largely repudiated, even during his ten years of marriage, and despite 
(or more likely because of) his deep- rooted tenderness towards boys. 
Montgomery was sometimes said to be able to derive an almost unfair 
advantage by his ability to concentrate on his career, especially after his 
wife’s early death in 1937; but clearly there were repressed drives and 
tensions which fundamentally affected for the worse his behaviour and 
judgment. What, after all, is one to make of a man who wrote letters 
to schoolboys signed ‘Fondest love, Montgomery of Alamein’? Behind 
a relentless generosity to his prepubertal protégés, Montgomery was 
unforgiving equally of the Farrar genetic inheritance from his mother, 
and of his son’s divorce. Nor could he, for similar reasons of revulsion, 
get on with Auchinleck. He issued wholly unrealistic orders to his men 
about restricting access to wives. His crack- down upon the fl esh- pots of 
Egypt in 1931–3 and against VD in the war got him into serious trouble. 
Of all public fi gures he was the most absurdly virulent and irrational in 
1965 in attacking the Wolfenden proposals for reforming the laws con-
cerning homosexuality, even suggesting in the House of Lords an age of 
consent fi xed at eighty.14

Others were more obviously and consciously driven by their sense 
of frustration. For some, marriage meant all too literally living out the 
proverbial lifetime of repentance: among them Lord Wellington, Viceroy 
Ellenborough, Herbert Morrison, Rider Haggard, and governors Sir 
Donald Cameron and Sir Gordon Guggisberg. In fact Guggisberg had 
two unsuccessful marriages (‘he failed at any time to build a domestic life 
or background . . . and this needs to be understood in approaching his 



 370 Sexuality

governorship’, of the Gold Coast, 1917–27). Then of course there were 
others who bore the burden of jilting or bereavement. Lugard’s whole 
career was shaped by an early rejection in love, while Dalhousie, losing 
a wife half- way through his viceroyalty when he was forty- one, was as 
poignant a widower as any (‘almost too hard to bear . . . my whole future 
is shivered by it’). Such men were tough and they kept going: but the 
strain not infrequently made them harder to work with.15

I have argued so far that imperial history should take account of sex not 
only because it is a fact of empire, but also because the sex- drive, even 
in its weakest manifestations, has repercussions on how men relate to 
other people and how they go about their work. A third reason for study 
may be added. There is already a tendency to attribute great explanatory 
power to an ill- defi ned concept of ‘sublimation’. It is said to be an ani-
mating force behind empire- building. Ensor suggested in 1936 (and all 
credit to him for raising the issue at that time) that the late Victorian elite 
and professional business classes ‘spent, there can be little doubt, far less 
of their time and thought on sex interests than either their continental 
contemporaries or their twentieth- century successors; and to this saving 
their extraordinary surplus of energy in other spheres must reasonably 
be in part ascribed’. Some forty years on, Lawrence Stone has a similar 
conclusion for a broader period: ‘The sublimation of sex among young 
male adults may well account for the extraordinary military aggressive-
ness, the thrift, the passion for hard work, and the entrepreneurial and 
intellectual enterprise of modern Western man.’ Gann and Duignan, in 
an aside, hint at empire- building as possibly ‘a sublimation or alterna-
tive to sex’.16 There are innumerable biographers and historians too who 
talk loosely about their subjects’ ‘sublimating themselves in hard work’ 
(this is explicitly done by Magnus on Kitchener, Sinclair on Sir George 
Grey, Wraith on Guggisberg, Montgomery on Montgomery, Yarwood 
on Revd Samuel Marsden, Higgins on Rider Haggard). Other writers are 
looking for connections between private vision and public policy: Keynes 
could be a test- case here.

It is clearly high time to scrutinise rigorously these explanatory tenden-
cies and speculations, and pay more attention to the various experts. Freud 
thought that apparently non- sexual activities could be an expression of the 
sexual instinct. He considered that the price of Western civilisation was 
sexual restraint. These may well be important insights, but his concept of 
sublimation has never been properly investigated. Kinsey’s opinion needs 
to be pondered. ‘Sublimation’, he argues, is not a scientifi c concept. We 
cannot switch or divert sexual energy as if it were an electrical current; it is 
not enough to say that busy and successful people are ‘sublimated’ merely 
because they are energetic in non- sexual pursuits. As for those 2 per cent 
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of apathetic ‘a- sexuals’ Kinsey has identifi ed: such sexual inactivity is, he 
considers, no more sublimation of the sex- drive than blindness and deaf-
ness are sublimations of the perceptive capacities. Kinsey could not fi nd 
in his sample (5,300 men) any clear- cut case of sublimation, and con-
cluded ‘sublimation is so subtle, or so rare, as to constitute an academic 
possibility rather than a demonstrated actuality’.17 However, sublimation 
remains a technical term in psychoanalysis. Perhaps therefore we should 
accept that sublimation seems to have some explanatory value when 
applied to ‘artistic creation and intellectual inquiry’ among highly gifted 
individuals (as Freud intended its use to be restricted, or as he mostly 
used it himself), but the term has far less point when applied to ordinary 
people or to political and economic activities. It certainly seems useful to 
distinguish between sublimation and a- sexuality. As far as expansionist 
enterprise is concerned, even if a simple ‘surplus energy’ theory remains 
a possibility, the formation of empires cannot be explained specifi cally by 
the sex- drive. If ‘sublimation’ is suspect with regard to ordinary individu-
als, it is certainly inapplicable to the activities of whole societies. It would 
be nonsense to suggest that more than a minority of men initially went 
overseas in order to fi nd sexual satisfaction. (The minority, however, 
could make a dynamic contribution – and one could cite Barth, Eyre, 
Stanley, Speke, and Thesiger as examples of explorers who enjoyed 
the intimate comradeship of boys which their remote travels brought.) 
Exploration aside, a ‘surplus sexual energy’ theory will not explain the 
fundamental motives behind expansionist enterprises, but it may show 
how they were sustained. It is relevant not so much to the question of why 
empires were set up, but to how they were run.

II

Since recent research has indicated that the amount and range of sexual 
opportunity available in Britain, at least before the Purity Campaign of 
the 1880s,18 was greater than has hitherto been supposed, it probably 
follows that many young Victorian Britons going overseas expected to 
indulge in casual sex as a routine ingredient of life. Moreover, empire 
unquestionably gave them an enlarged fi eld of opportunity. Greater space 
and privacy were often available. Inhibitions relaxed. European stand-
ards might be held irrelevant. Abstinence was represented as unhealthy 
in a hot climate. Boredom could constitute an irresistible imperative. 
The Indian army conveniently arranged for prostitutes. Local girls would 
offer themselves; or boys, especially in Ceylon. The white man’s status 
put him in a strong position to get his way. As Bucknill reported to the 
government in 1906: ‘of course the lascivious- minded man of European 
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race can always, in any part of the world, fi nd means of gratifying his 
wishes’.19 The expatriate was in fact more likely to resort to prostitution 
overseas simply because the non- European prostitute was a much more 
attractive proposition than her British counterpart. Asian prostitutes 
were amusingly playful hostesses. By contrast, British whores were nasty, 
dirty, and coarse, drawn from deprived backgrounds. In India and Japan 
prostitution was an honourable estate, and not furtively conducted. 
Asian prostitutes were likely to be higher up the social scale, educated, 
and with a proper training for their art. Captain Edward Sellon, writing 
of India in the years 1834 to 1844, praised the cleanliness, the sumptu-
ous dress, the temperance, the ability to sing and entertain that he had 
encountered in Indian high- caste courtesans:

I now commenced a regular course of fucking with native women. They under-
stand in perfection all the arts and wiles of love, are capable of gratifying any 
tastes, and in face and fi gure they are unsurpassed by any women in the world 
. . . It is impossible to describe the enjoyment I experienced in the arms of these 
syrens. I have had English, French, German and Polish women of all grades of 
society since, but never, never did they bear a comparison with those salacious, 
succulent houris of the far [sic] East.20

An army offi cer told Havelock Ellis that he had known perhaps sixty 
prostitutes, of whom the Japanese were easily the best (clean, charm-
ing, beautiful, and taking an intelligent interest); next came Kashmiris 
and Chinese. (‘G.R.’ seems to have known what he was talking about in 
constructing his ladder of erotic delight: he had also experienced French, 
German, Italian, Spanish American, American, Bengali, Punjabi, ‘Kaffi r’, 
Sinhalese, Tamil, Burmese, Malay, Greek, and Polish prostitutes; white 
women in the East he described as ‘insupportable’.)

It is thus hardly surprising that the differential between VD rates in the 
services at home and abroad refl ected a more intensive resort to prosti-
tutes overseas, even at a relatively late date. The quinquennial fi gures 
for 1921–6 show that the incidence of VD in the army at home was 40 
per thousand. In Egypt it was 103 per thousand, Malta 105, India 110, 
Ceylon 184, South China 169, and North China 333 per thousand. For 
the navy (1928 fi gures) the incidence was 82 per thousand at home; for 
Africa, the Mediterranean, and West Indian stations it was 156, for India 
and Ceylon 204, and for the China station 304. The places of highest 
risk to the sailor were Shanghai, Yokohama, and Singapore, where the 
combination of numerous multi- racial brothels and lack of alternative 
entertainment in port proved to be lethal.21 Of course not all VD among 
sailors was spread by female harlots: it was also acquired inter se, so to 
speak. Churchill’s description of the navy as founded upon ‘Nelson, 
rum, buggery and the lash’ was not just a good phrase. And evidence 
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from the quarterdeck in the 1790s suggests that only indiscriminate 
mutual masturbation was frowned upon among cadets.

Running the empire would probably have been intolerable without 
resort to sexual relaxation. The historian has to remember the misery of 
empire: the heat and the dust, the incessant rain and monotonous food, 
the inertia and the loneliness, the lack of amusement and intellectual 
stimulus. There were no cars, no radios, sometimes not even enough 
white neighbours to make up a proper game of tennis or bridge. Sir Robert 
Hart in the Chinese Customs administration, separated from his wife for 
years on end, acutely felt this isolation: (‘I am utterly alone and have not 
a single friend or confi dant – man, woman or child . . . there are spasms of 
loneliness which hit hard’). Before his marriage he had a Chinese mistress, 
who bore him three children. Speaking for European administrators in 
Malaya, Richard Winstedt (schools inspector and director of education, 
1916) refl ected that it was hardly any surprise that the white exile in the 
out- stations took to himself ‘one of the complaisant, amusing, good-
 tempered and good- mannered daughters of the East’. Those who did not 
do so tended to have mental troubles. In thirty- two years in Malaya he 
personally knew fourteen Europeans who shot themselves: all had been 
of sound mind when they went out. As far as Africa was concerned, Joyce 
Cary wrote as a district offi cer in Nigeria in 1917 that he could perfectly 
well appreciate why his French counterparts took local mistresses, and 
could equally understand ‘the queer cases out here of fellows drink-
ing themselves to death, or getting homicidal mania, or breaking down 
nervously into neurotic wrecks in the back- bush by themselves’. When 
Cary wrote this he had already had four months without conversing with 
another white person, but, being newly married (though unaccompanied 
by his wife) and a keen reader, he reckoned he knew how to guard against 
nerves, drink, and idleness.22 Language barriers and other cultural 
impediments to relationships sometimes led Europeans into sexual inti-
macy with non- Europeans almost as an act of baffl ed despair.

It could well be thought that empire exercised a corrupting infl uence. 
It certainly unfroze restraint, and produced some imaginative feedback. 
It can hardly be an accident that all the classics of British erotic literature 
were written by men who were widely travelled inside and especially 
outside Europe. The author of ‘Fanny Hill’, Memoirs of a Woman of 
Pleasure (1748–9), John Cleland, had been a consul at Smyrna and spent 
thirteen years in the legal department of the East India Company at 
Bombay, becoming well versed in oriental ways and thought. The anony-
mous but identifi ed author of the Romance of Lust (4 vols., 1873–6) knew 
India and Japan well and died in India in 1879. ‘Walter’ of My Secret 
Life had been to every country in Europe, together with visits to Russia, 
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America (where he certainly had sex with Amerindian women), Egypt, 
and possibly Lebanon. Among the writers of the major unpublished 
erotica, Captain Searight had saturation experience as an Indian army 
offi cer, and Sir Edmund Backhouse was a professor in Peking (Beijing). 
H.S. Ashbee, erotic bibliographer extraordinary, had travelled to India, 
China, Japan, Egypt, Tunis, and America.

There thus seems every reason to take seriously the allegations of the 
anonymous contributor to the Pall Mall Gazette in 1887 who argued that 
empire was inconsistent with morality. He suggested that about 500,000 
people ‘maintained’ British relations with the empire: servicemen, offi -
cials, travellers, clerks. They were usually unaccompanied by women, 
and the great majority (basically as a consequence of deferred marriage) 
fell to the ‘level of the immoral heathen’, forming ‘immoral relations with 
natives’, coming to regard English morality as a local English institution, 
to be left behind ‘along with Crosse and Blackwell’s pickles or Keen’s 
mustard, the corresponding substitutes abroad being better adapted to 
local conditions’. He complained that these servants of empire could cap 
the Sermon on the Mount with quotations from the ‘Kama Shastra’ (sic), 
and were beginning to think ‘like Burton and his appalling footnotes’. 
Alternatively, some, out of duty, controlled themselves on posting, and 
then spent furloughs of uninterrupted debauchery in London, where 
they were not under observation. ‘The empire was a Moloch, created by 
men not of a moral class’ (he instanced Wellesley, Wellington, Nelson, 
Palmerston, and, surprisingly, Dalhousie); ‘Purity’ was to them an 
invention of Arnold of Rugby (actually it was not), and a sickly plant. 
At every turn he saw ‘the necessity, the universality, and the eternity of 
sexual vice assumed as the basis of action and legislation’. The result 
was the creation of a heathen, ribald, sensual class of Britons absolutely 
unbound by convention. The editor could offer little by way of disagree-
ment on this subject of ‘deep and painful interest’, merely observing 
that incontinence, like bloodshed, was perhaps now tending to diminish 
in the empire; and anyway strictly speaking the evils were due to trade 
rather than empire (a false distinction, as we now know), because only a 
quarter of the half- million were ‘state employed’.23

Let us now look at sexual opportunity in some different types of impe-
rial situation, both formal and informal, in an attempt to see how sexual 
interaction underpinned the operative structures of British expansion.

Plantations and trading posts

Whatever the theoretical objections to the work of Gilberto Freyre, there 
has been ample support for his dictum that ‘there is no slavery without 
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sexual depravity’. On all plantations, whether worked by slaves or by 
indentured labourers (but especially the former), there was obvious 
sexual exploitation.24 Women were likely to be victims of the system. 
According to Jordan, the sexual leit- motiv of race relations on plantations 
was emphasised and sustained by a simple fact of everyday life: the slaves 
were in fact semi- nude, a circumstance which strengthened the sexual 
undertones in daily contact. It was common practice in the American 
South for boys of up to fourteen or fi fteen years to wait at dinner clad 
only in a shirt which did not always cover what were optimistically called 
their ‘private parts’. In the eighteenth- century West Indies it was almost 
customary for white men of every social rank (but especially of the lower 
classes) to sleep with black women. Coloured mistresses were kept 
openly, and the practice was integral to West Indian life. Informal liai-
sons were common even for married proprietors and their teenage sons. 
It was not considered reprehensible for a young white to begin his sex- life 
by seducing a slave woman. Samuel Taylor, the richest early Victorian 
planter in Jamaica, had several estates – with a family on each. According 
to Green, ‘sexual licence was among the most distinctive characteristics 
of British Caribbean society’. According to Cooper, in the Arab planta-
tions of Zanzibar, ‘sexual subordination was often an important dimen-
sion of slavery’, while miscegenation was ‘normal and accepted’. The 
Dutch VOC in South Africa had a company slave lodge at Cape Town 
which was the leading brothel of the area and highly visible: ‘slavery, 
poverty and prostitution were largely synonymous’. Some other writers, 
notably Genovese, while not questioning the exploitation that went on, 
warn against viewing plantations as harems. He argues that the blacks 
could and did resist, and some women practised steady concubinage 
with whites, valuing it as conferring status and advantages on their off-
spring (though this did not extend to manumission in South Africa). In 
1860 perhaps only 20 per cent or less of the Afro- American population 
had white blood, though it became much higher thereafter.25

Still, a clear libidinous pattern is inherent in slavery everywhere. Many 
of its objectionable features have been shown to resurface in indentured 
labour from India and the Pacifi c islands in the nineteenth century – a 
‘new system of slavery’ for men, and of prostitution for women.26 The 
women accompanying Indian labourers were often of low character; 
perhaps a quarter of them were already involved in prostitution. On 
the tea and sugar plantations of Assam and Ceylon, Mauritius and Fiji, 
Guiana and Trinidad, many planters exercised a droit de seigneur, though 
there were also some long- term relationships. A serious strike occurred 
on a Guiana plantation in 1904 because the manager and his overseers 
were having ‘immoral relations’ with the women. At the same time on 
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another estate belonging to the same company there was much resent-
ment over the manager’s allowing one of his overseers to live openly 
with the Creole wife of an estate coolie. The government were embar-
rassed at the publicity but took no decisive action. From Fiji in 1913 
it was reported that the morality of an estate compared unfavourably 
with that of an Indian village. Indian leaders were convinced that the 
indentured system condemned their women to prostitution, and this 
was a major reason why they objected to it. Some Melanesian contract 
labourers told their anthropologist that they had been passive partners 
to white plantation overseers. In 1914 Tamils went on strike in Malaya, 
demanding, among other things, an end to the molesting of female 
labourers. In Ceylon, many nineteenth- century writers referred to young 
girls being offered to planters by villagers, but in the 1870s it was noted 
that unions with Tamil or Sinhalese women were not as frequent as 
formerly. Edward Carpenter recorded (in 1892) that in Ceylon he met 
a tea- planter from Assam who was walking out hand- in- hand with boys 
and youths in Kandy. Planters, Carpenter observed, found their isolated 
lives very dreary, and it was not correct for them to associate too closely 
with their own employees (domestic servants were a different matter, 
however); but ‘Ajax’ wrote to him from Assam that he got very fond of 
his coolies and was ‘quite attached to some’.

Frontier trading posts also articulated regular patterns of sexual inter-
action, whether under the Royal African Company in the eighteenth 
century, or the East India Company in India and on the China coast to 
the 1830s, where recruits were contractually prevented from marrying 
during their fi rst fi ve- year term. The taking of local mistresses (the bibi, or 
‘sleeping dictionary’) was thus common. The classic case in many ways, 
however, was in the Canadian fur trade. The Hudson’s Bay Company 
would have preferred celibacy in its employees, but this proved impos-
sible, not least because the Amerindians could not understand it. By 
the early nineteenth century practically all the offi cers and many of the 
lower- ranked employees of the company had contracted non- Christian 
marriages à la façon du pays. Almost all Amerindian societies were accus-
tomed to cement friendship- bonds with strangers by the loan of women. 
In 1821 George Simpson offi cially recommended such connections, 
especially in new areas: ‘Connubial alliances are the best security we can 
have of the goodwill of the Natives. I have therefore recommended the 
gentlemen to form connections with the principal families immediately 
on their arrival, which is no diffi cult matter . . .’

Simpson was a very successful offi cer with the Hudson’s Bay Company, 
becoming a wealthy governor- in- chief of Rupert’s Land in 1839 and 
gaining a knighthood. ‘The little emperor of the plains’, as he was 
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known, exercised a strong infl uence on European social life there for 
four decades until 1860. Even before he arrived in North America he 
had fathered at least two bastards in Scotland, so he was not the man to 
ignore the easy opportunities of the fur trade. He had fi ve children by 
four women in the 1820s; thereafter he tried to keep his new British wife 
with him, but this was not a happy or successful experiment. The intro-
duction of a white wife increased the tendency of fur traders to despise 
local women. Simpson disparagingly referred to his ‘bits of brown’ (or 
copper), his ‘commodities’ or ‘articles’, upon whom he would ‘settle his 
bollocks’ or in whom he would ‘deposit a little of my spawn’. (It also 
has to be said that he was a possessive and tyrannical husband.) Once 
in authority he was always nervous about the unrestrained lust of the 
younger men in the business. Even the arrival of two washerwomen at 
York Factory worried him, and he ordered that the ‘young bucks’ should 
be kept away from them (‘otherwise we shall have more fucking than 
washing’).

The company itself was also careful to avoid a cause of dispute with the 
Amerindians, by insisting that men made provision for their offspring. If 
employees grew tired of their Indian mates, it was usual to arrange some 
alternative ‘country marriage’ for them. Certainly Simpson’s friend 
McTavish, McKenzie the governor of Red River, and McGillivray in the 
north- west all behaved within the conventions of this system. It is always 
diffi cult to measure the presence of affection, but the system itself seems 
rather harsh. Simpson was keen to drive moralising missionaries off his 
patch. The Revd John West did not last long as chaplain of Red River, 
while the fi rst missionary in Saskatchewan, the Revd James Evans, was 
recalled by the Wesleyans in the mid- 1840s after Simpson alleged sexual 
misconduct against him. Evans may well not have been guilty, but scan-
dalous allegations always wrecked a missionary’s career.27

Convict settlements and mining compounds

The immorality of convict settlements was notorious. The Revd Samuel 
Marsden described early Australia as ‘a dreadful society for whoredoms 
and all kinds of crimes’. Only about 10 per cent of the fi rst convicts 
in Australia were women, and their services were much in demand. 
Prostitution was as old as the colony and not confi ned to any particular 
area. Even in the 1820s for a woman to become a concubine instead 
of a prostitute was considered an improvement in morals. Prostitution 
offered female convicts one of their few chances of saving enough money 
to buy a passage back to Britain. But perhaps the most striking feature 
of the convict system was the opportunity it provided for sex between 
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men and boys. Sodomy was believed by several well- informed observ-
ers (Revd W.B. Ullathorne, H.P. Fry, John Frost) to be ‘the prevail-
ing crime’ at mid- century in Van Diemen’s Land and Norfolk Island. 
‘Deeply rooted and extensively practised . . . so easy to arrange and so 
diffi cult to detect’, this offence (in theory warranting the death penalty 
at home) was treated as less serious than pipe- smoking. While merciless 
fl oggings were imposed for petty misdemeanours, the local authorities 
turned a blind eye to sodomy, which was sometimes vicious in character. 
Where legal action could not be avoided, offenders were often merely 
charged with ‘disorderly conduct’. Under Russell’s ‘probation’ system 
of 1840 the problem became more obvious by the concentration of 
young offenders. John Frost believed that it was ‘almost impossible for 
a good- looking youth to be sent to any of these places without falling 
victim to this hellish system, for if other means fail, he will be forced’. 
Thousands, he warned, were annually sent ‘to a fate worse than death’. 
The reformatory at Point Puer was particularly notorious.28 Governor 
Eardley-Wilmot was sacked by Colonial Secretary Gladstone in 1846 
largely because of his inability to solve or hush up this problem, though 
charges of a scandalous personal life were also directed against him. In 
South Africa, inter- racial sex between males occurred in the Robben 
Island prison.

Mining compounds in southern Africa later in the century also show 
how ‘closed’ situations led to homosexual solutions, causing alarm to the 
imperial authorities. From the earliest days of the migrant labour system, 
boys were recruited to fag or do ‘women’s work’ in the compounds. 
They acted, in their hundreds, as cooks, cleaners, and bed- warmers. 
Some were so small that they were obviously incapable of mining work, 
and their surrogate female roles (sometimes institutionalised by payment 
of lobola, ‘bridewealth’) quickly shaded off into a high incidence of 
sodomy. Technically it was hlo bongo (intracrural intercourse) which was 
more commonly practised under this system of nkotshane (Shangaan; 
literally, ‘dirty young wives’, thus ‘boy- wives’, pejorative). In South 
Africa women were not allowed into compounds. In Rhodesia, the 
chibaro labour system did permit the presence of women. This did little 
to reduce the incidence of nkotshane, and only added further problems, 
such as the use of young girls born to the compound camp- followers. 
The services of the women were also disputed, and VD began to affect 
productivity. The government and mining companies therefore decided 
to introduce a system of regulated prostitution. Another point to notice 
is that chibaro paid such low wages that some labourers were obliged to 
sleep with each other in a shared blanket.

Chinese labour on the Witwatersrand was the subject of a bitter 
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‘anti- slavery’ campaign in Britain, and among the objections to it were 
fears that it was leading to an explosion of sodomy among the gold tips. 
A thorough investigation was conducted for the government in 1906 
by J.A.S. Bucknill (commissioner of patents in the Transvaal). Since 
the subject was the ‘unmentionable’ his report was never published, 
but many of the witnesses showed a remarkable knowledge of Chinese 
and African sexual practices. The Revd F. Alexander and a busybody 
called Mr Leopold Luyt had made charges about the fearful scale of 
the problem, and alleged that the Chinese were teaching sodomy to the 
blacks. These charges, Bucknill concluded, were all grossly exaggerated. 
Chinese sexual conduct was not fl agrant or a public scandal, and not 
like the ‘bare- faced harlotry of Johannesburg’; mostly the Chinese did 
what they did in secret in disused mine- shafts. Syphilis of the rectum 
seemed practically unknown among them. Perhaps 6 or 7 per cent of 
the Chinese labourers were ‘buggerboys’ (t’utzu), most of them actors or 
barbers (‘acting and immorality go hand- in- hand . . . all actors are very 
lewd fellows’). Bucknill concluded: ‘I have been unable to satisfy myself 
that there is any great or alarming prevalence of this vice on the Rand.’ 
The medical offi cer of health for the Rand even thought there was less 
sodomy among the Chinese than there was in London for a correspond-
ing number of males. On the other hand, one particularly well- informed 
witness was convinced that some of the Chinese were carrying on with 
‘very little Kaffi r piccanins on the veld’. Everyone agreed, however, 
that the Chinese were not teaching sodomy to the Africans, since it was 
already common among the Shangaan and other east- coasters, as well as 
among those from Zambesia and Lake Malawi, though the Zulu, Swazi, 
Sotho, and Xhosa were not involved. Some fi ve or six Chinese theatres 
were closed down in the compounds and a few dozen catamites were 
repatriated. The government could not be said to have over- reacted. It 
emerged incidentally that Portuguese soldiers and police were enthusias-
tic participants in the nkotshane system.29

Mission stations

As pioneers on the moving frontier of European expansion in the early 
nineteenth century, missionaries quite often ran into trouble, especially 
in the south Pacifi c.30 Some of the early London Missionary Society 
missionaries in Tahiti slept with Tahitian women. Some defected from 
the mission for Tahitian or Tongan women, among them B. Broomhall, 
T. Lewis, and G. Vason, the latter taking several wives. Sex was pressed 
upon the missionaries. Mostly they resisted, but their children often did 
not, fi nding the pervasive sensuality of the South Seas most enjoyable. 
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Missionaries soon aimed to send their offspring back to Britain for their 
education, in order to reduce their ‘premature’ exposure to sex. There 
were sexual problems to trouble the founder of the CMS New Zealand 
mission (1814), Samuel Marsden. At the Bay of Islands, in the 1820s, 
the Revd Thomas Kendall was found to have been living for some years 
openly with a Maori girl, Tungaroa. Kendall confessed his fornication 
but denied its seriousness: ‘where is there a female of my own nation 
who can charge me with a lascivious look?’ – an imperial double standard 
indeed. Then there was the awful fate of the Revd Mr Yate, a missionary 
in New Zealand from 1828. Yate was a brilliant evangelical publicist for 
the mission but was dismissed and sent home in disgrace in 1837. His 
downfall came as a result of a return trip to New Zealand when he had 
had unguarded liaisons with two sailors, Edwin Denison and Dick Deck 
(sic). It then emerged that he had been sexually active with many of his 
young male converts, perhaps fi fty to a hundred of them. Piripi Tohi tes-
tifi ed to mutual masturbation, Samuel Kohe to intracrural intercourse, 
Pehi to fellation for a pound of tobacco. Since there was no evidence of 
anal penetration, there was no legal case against him, and he argued (as 
any good Buddhist monk would have done) that only adultery with a 
woman was a sin. His colleagues knew God did not agree, and, to avoid 
divine retribution, burnt all his property and shot his horse.

Bishop Selwyn’s Melanesian Mission operated in the New Hebrides, 
the Santa Cruz Group, and the Solomons; its base was in Auckland, 
which it was hoped would become an antipodean Lindisfarne. Although 
the mission was held in high regard by the Victorians, partly because it 
was sanctifi ed by the martyrdom of Bishop Patteson’s murder in 1871, 
its modus operandi was fraught with sexual temptation. An essential 
part of the technique was to tour the islands recruiting and gathering 
Melanesian boys for education and training away from home. Some 
missionaries enjoyed this task too much. In 1874 Charles H. Brooke 
was dismissed after over- exploiting his solitary visits to Mboli in the 
Solomons. In the late nineteenth century adolescent sex was ‘rampant’ 
at St Barnabas, Norfolk Island. Thirteen Melanesian teachers were 
suspended for their sexual behaviour in 1899 alone. And in the 1890s 
three white missionaries were sacked: A.E. Forrest, Arthur Brittain, 
and C.G.D. Browne. Forrest was the most painful case. He had 
given excellent service, but had sex with so many boys that the bishop 
thought the whole mission at Santa Cruz was ruined. Forrest’s defence 
was that the islanders did not think his conduct wrong. ‘If so’, argued 
Bishop Wilson, ‘his work during the nine years he has been there has 
been worth nothing.’ Moreover, Forrest would not disappear into peni-
tent obscurity, but remained at Santa Cruz as an independent trader, 
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liberally practising ‘gross indecency’ up to the point of imprisonment in 
1901. He then created a further sensation by escaping; he resumed his 
activities until he committed suicide in 1908, being remembered among 
the locals as the white man hounded to death by vindictive Christians. 
There was another round of problems in the late 1920s. E.N. Wilton, 
assistant bishop of northern Melanesia, was compelled to resign in 
1929 after only one year in offi ce because of allegations of sexual mis-
conduct. This was followed in 1931 by the dramatic resignation of the 
bishop himself, F.M. Molyneux, because of whispered homosexual 
accusations.

Meanwhile in Papua New Guinea, the Anglican mission suffered res-
ignations over women in the late 1890s and early 1900s. Missionaries 
complained about digger morals, but the diggers retorted that the 
mission stations were the worst. The bishop of north Queensland, 1913–
47, J.O. Feetham, waxed indiscreetly eloquent in public about delightful 
Papuan youths, who seemed to him to combine the character of St John 
with the physique of Apollo.

In Africa the missionary had fewer temptations to face than in the 
Pacifi c islands. Nevertheless there was a young transgressor missionary-
 bishop of the Orange Free State, Edward Twells, who fl ed back to 
Britain in 1870 and never again held any benefi ce before his death 
thirty years later. And there were a number of eccentrics who aroused 
a good deal of suspicion and occasionally disgust. Skertchly reported 
in 1874 that the house of the Wesleyan Mission in Dahomey under 
the Revd Peter Bernasko had for twenty years been the most notori-
ous brothel on the coast, especially after Bernasko had sole charge of it 
from 1863. Bernasko traded in palm oil, got very drunk, neglected his 
mission, fathered a dozen children, and prostituted his older daughters. 
Shortly after arriving in Kenya in 1902 to join the King’s African Rifl es, 
Meinertzhagen discovered three Italian White Fathers with the Kikuyu 
at Tusu, doing a ‘roaring trade in enticing boys and girls to the mission’, 
there to live a most immoral life: ‘they are certainly not “white”, but 
doubtless will soon be fathers’. With them was an Englishman called 
Smith who had slept with at least seven girls, saying they could not be 
true Christians until they had slept with a Christian.31 (Meinertzhagen 
got him deported.) Mission stations certainly produced a crop of plausi-
ble excuses for unchastity [. . .].

Of course the behaviour of almost all Victorian missionaries was 
entirely orthodox, and inter- racial marriage for themselves was unthink-
able (at least after about 1810). As a group they were fi rmly on the side 
of chastity, and for that very reason seldom received much support from 
expatriate whites.
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Settler communities and the Colonial Service

In the colonies sexual conventions were often relaxed. Canada was a 
good place for an emigrant paterfamilias, remarked Sir Francis Bond 
Head: within a year he would ‘fi nd all his sons will be free and all his 
daughters confi ned’.32 Servants were exploited, just as they were at home. 
In South Africa, Africans believed that black maids in European houses 
would be seduced by their employers, and this led in fact to a refusal 
in the 1890s to enter their service. This is why from 1897 there was an 
increase in the employment of Zulu house- boys and male nursemaids. 
Despite the occasional ‘black peril’ scare, these blacks rarely abused 
their often intimate responsibilities. But the police superintendent of 
Durban in 1903 alleged that not more than 10 per cent of black girls 
who came to towns looking for work ‘escaped ruin’ at the hands of white 
seducers.33

In every colony, wherever the unmarried white man found himself 
 isolated, liaisons with local women were common in the nineteenth 
century. Among some white traders and hunters there was ‘a partial 
equation of frontier life . . . with sexual freedom and indulgence . . . a no- 
man’s land in terms of moral conduct’. In the early nineteenth century 
there was sexual interaction with the indigenous peoples of New Zealand, 
Australia, and South Africa, and some miscegenation, even in Cape 
Colony. (It was commoner still in India before the 1780s.) Later in the 
century there was widespread miscegenation in Central Africa. Not all 
district commissioners in Africa kept concubines, but some undoubtedly 
did, especially in the lonelier districts [. . .]. A few committed the ulti-
mate sin and ‘went native’, like J.E. Stephenson, who, as administrator 
in Northern Rhodesia under the British South Africa Company, was sent 
to burn down a village in arrears with its taxes and was effectively put off 
his stroke by the two girls deputed to the task. He resigned, settled in the 
bush, married three African wives, had several children, and acquired a 
great reputation as a magician. Although he maintained the white man’s 
dignity, he was never again received in European society.34

The presence of colonial society always imposed the need for discre-
tion, as gossip was rife. But however stifl ing colonial society became, 
there was often a convenient safety- valve nearby, usually provided by 
the Portuguese. From the Rhodesias help was at hand at Beira and 
Lourenço Marques; from Hong Kong it was in Macao, where the 
early European traders kept their weekend mistresses; from India there 
was Goa, to say nothing of Rangoon or Port Said, or a Himalayan hill 
station, where even white women could refuse to conform to Victorian 
stereotypes. Prostitution in Africa was mainly disorganised and not 
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brothel- based, but Europeans tended to make it more institutionalised. 
Port Said, Singapore, and Macao were inter- continental sex capitals 
and initiation centres for whites new to empire. Before 1914 a young 
man’s fi rst experience of the East might well be in a brothel in one of 
these cities. By the 1930s every street in Macao is said to have had one. 
Burma had the reputation of being a marvellous place for ‘rest and 
recuperation’. The girls were cheap and sensuous. If the army had any 
doubts about their cleanliness, then an offi cer could burn their huts and 
restock with Japanese. Even into the twentieth century (and despite 
some offi cial attempt to curtail the practice), W.N. Willis (an investiga-
tor who had lived there) believed that 90 per cent of the British in Burma 
took temporary mistresses. A special school was founded in Rangoon to 
educate children with European fathers. There was nothing comparable 
in British Africa. (Francophone Africa was different.) It was essentially 
all a matter of ‘social distance’.

As a high- minded but nervous imperial ruling class emerged, and 
where fairly close- knit white communities were established, with white 
wives as regular participants and moral guardians, the practice of concu-
binage waned. This happened in India from the 1860s, in the wake of the 
steamships and the Suez Canal. The memsahibs also brought big changes 
to Ceylon, South Africa, and New Zealand by 1900, though not as yet 
to Burma or tropical Africa. Black mistresses disappeared in Central 
Africa, however, as the Zambian copper- belt was opened up. The longer 
a place remained not subject to the scrutiny of the memsahib the longer 
would persist the traditional solution to the problem of sexual depriva-
tion. Sarawak was probably the last bastion of concubinage: even into 
the 1950s something of the old ways seems to have persisted. Things 
were also fairly free- and- easy in Malaya, until the 1930s, at any rate.35 
In the proto- Malay civil service, C.F. Bozzolo was the founding father of 
the administration: an impeccable and popular governor of Upper Perak, 
he had a harem said to be of dimensions befi tting a patriarch. His suc-
cessor, Hubert Berkeley, kept up the tradition. Indeed he embellished 
it, because he press- ganged into his harem some girls from the local 
orphanage, which he raided. Even in 1908 Berkeley could offer a recruit 
a ‘sleeping dictionary’ of quality, a Malay schoolmistress. In 1911 only 
20 per cent of European men in Malaya were married. Planters (apart 
from a few proprietary ones) required their company’s permission to 
marry, and many never did. Every village in the Federated Malay States, 
if it was big enough to have a post offi ce, had its brothel. Most of them 
were Japanese. In very small towns without a rest house, the brothel 
doubled as a European hotel. These brothels were in regular use by 
Europeans. Sir Malcolm Watson, who was well placed to know (being a 
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malariologist in constant touch with planters and offi cials) estimated that 
90 per cent of Europeans in out- stations had Asian mistresses.

Opinions as usual vary about the extent of homosexual activity indulged 
in by Europeans: in Malaya it has been put as high as two- thirds, and 
this option certainly presented itself more overtly than it did in Africa. 
There was a major scandal in the 1930s when the diary of a professional 
Chinese catamite fell into the hands of the police, resulting in an offi cial 
inquiry, and the disgrace of ‘several prominent persons’. The press was 
forbidden to report the case. There were some speedy deportations, and 
the two men left behind both committed suicide. Purcell heard about 
this; he also knew of a civil servant who lived incestuously with his sister 
on a remote station, of a baronet who ditched his family to elope to Siam 
with a Chinese girl, and of certain Johore planters who indulged in wife-
 swapping. He himself had a temporary mistress in Canton.36 The young 
journalist R.H. Bruce Lockhart in the early 1920s had no diffi culty at all 
in living with a well- born Malay girl for several months while working on 
a rubber plantation. It was still a recognised custom. These plantation 
concubines were often Muslims divorced for barrenness, who subse-
quently purged themselves by undertaking a pilgrimage to Mecca.

III

Thus far we have noted some examples of the more or less spontaneous 
irregularities which occurred in the evolution of sexual opportunity in 
the overseas empire. But there were also more specifi c and institutional-
ised forms of sexual interaction: the ‘regimental brothels’ of the formal 
empire, and the prostitution networks of informal empire.

The Indian army and the ‘lal bazar’

In the early nineteenth century marriage in the army below the rank of 
major was the exception. A subaltern could not marry, and a man might 
well be into his thirties before he became a captain. Marriage allow-
ances were not in any case paid until the age of thirty, and quotas were 
in force. Not unusually only 12 per cent of a regiment was allowed to 
marry, and only 6 to 10 per cent of privates could have their wives in 
barracks. Offi cers overseas often maintained mistresses, while the other 
ranks created havoc in the taverns and brothels of any town available to 
them. A French nunnery was opened in the Montreal brothel- district 
in the 1840s in an attempt to quieten down the British garrison. The 
general position in the Indian army had been for a long time much as 
John Masters described it for the 1930s:
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It is useless to pretend that our life was a normal one. Ours was a one- sexed 
society, with the women hanging on to the edges . . . In India there was always 
an unnatural tension . . . and every man who pursued the physical aim of sexual 
relief was in danger of developing a cynical hardness and a lack of sympathy 
. . . Of those who tried sublimation, some chased polo balls and some chased 
partridge, some buried themselves in their work, and all became unmitigated 
nuisances . . . And some took up the most unlikely hobbies, and some went to 
diseased harlots . . . and some married in haste, only to worry over who was now 
seducing their wives in the hill stations where they had seduced so many other 
people’s wives. And a few homosexuals followed their secret star with compara-
tive comfort in that large and easy- going country . . .37

In earlier times, a private or NCO could (according to Colour- Sgt 
Calladine of the 19th Foot, stationed in Ceylon) apply for written leave 
from the offi cer of his company to sleep out of barracks. When Calladine’s 
regiment left Colombo after twenty- fi ve years, in 1820, a great crowd of 
Sinhalese women saw them off, some of them with three or four children 
by the regiment.38 But by the end of the 1850s, the taking of mistresses 
in India and Ceylon was in decline, and VD was becoming a serious 
problem. Especially worrying was the health of the army in the ‘Mutiny’ 
districts, where effi ciency was essential. The fi rst army ‘lock’ hospitals 
were established at Lucknow and Mian Mir (near Lahore). The problem 
was this. The British army represented ‘the scum of the earth enlisted 
for drink’. However harsh Wellington’s verdict, even in 1914 Flexner 
described it as an army ‘recruited from the adventurous and derelict’,39 
while Sir George White (commander- in- chief in India, 1888) remarked 
that ‘our soldiers came from a class upon which the prudential motives 
operating against immoral conduct have little effect’. As Ballhatchet 
points out, the army had on hand many young, unmarried men, fi tter 
and better fed than their age- mates outside. Leisure was really a choice 
between lying idly on a barrack bunk, perhaps for eighteen hours a day 
(for going out in the sun or masturbating were both believed to drive you 
mad), drinking oneself silly in the canteen, or going to a prostitute (and 
risking VD). There was also a dilemma for the authorities. To increase 
the marriage quotas would be expensive, because it would mean paying 
more allowances and building extra married quarters. To allow men out 
into the unregulated and often dirty brothels (‘sand rags’) of the cities 
and villages would increase VD and troubles with the locals, especially 
if Tommy were drunk. To exclude prostitutes from cantonments might 
turn them into replicas of Sodom and Gomorrah. The general army view 
was that continence was impossible, and the dominant consideration in 
India was the preservation of the soldier’s health, for he was an enor-
mously costly import.
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Thus between the mid- 1850s and 1888 a system was in operation 
under which regulated prostitution was available in seventy- fi ve canton-
ments where the British Indian army was stationed (including one in 
Ceylon).40 The aim was to keep the women free from disease. Under 
it, Indian prostitutes were admitted to the cantonments, to the lal bazar 
(the red- light brothel area of the regimental lines), after medical exami-
nation and registration. They remained subject to periodical checks, and 
by 1865 ‘lock’ hospitals (not so punitive in their regime as in Britain) 
were available in all cantonments to treat prostitutes suffering from 
VD. They were grouped in their own houses, caravanserai style, with 
a superintendent, paid from cantonment funds, but they were free to 
move, and their conditions were not signifi cantly different from the tens 
of thousands of other Indian residents serving the army’s every need. In 
Lucknow the brothel was a substantial building with fi fty- fi ve rooms. 
There was no theoretical proportion of prostitutes to the number of 
soldiers: it was left entirely to the operation of supply and demand. But 
it seems that the number of prostitutes in a large cantonment (at least in 
three of the principal ones, Ambala, Mirat, and Lucknow) varied from 
60 to 110 at any one time, according to the seasonal total of soldiers sta-
tioned there. The maximum average complement of British troops at one 
of these cantonments would be about 3,750; in other words, on average 
about one prostitute to forty- four men. The women were supposed to 
be ‘reserved’ for white use. Obstacles were placed on their receiving 
Indian clients, but many military police appear to have done no more 
than make sure the prostitutes were not seen to consort with Indians 
(in effect this meant that Indians could use them while the whites were 
on morning parade). Indian clients were kept out of the more strictly 
regimental lines, but the cantonment was a big place, and there were 
other, cheaper (4- to 6-anna) prostitutes in the general bazar and at a 
greater distance from the regimental lines. When the regiment travelled, 
the whole supporting bazar marched too, the prostitutes along with the 
cooks, the ginger- pop makers, the barbers, and dhobis. The organisation 
did not seem particularly shocking to its defenders. The British had not 
brought prostitution to India; they had only incorporated and regulated 
part of an old and honourably established business. Few of the girls 
appeared to be younger than fi fteen. The regimental prostitute earned 
comparatively good money (one rupee per session, often enough) and 
was not generally ill- treated. With a recognised status, she could enlist 
the help of the military police in enforcing payment, and she could com-
plain to the authorities. Admittedly she stood at some risk from drunken 
clients after pay- day or at Christmas, but the soldiers were not normally 
unkind. The offi cers recognised the importance of trying to ensure a 
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suffi cient number of women, who were moderately young and attractive, 
for  otherwise the men would seek out unregulated women.

Evidence can occasionally be supplemented from unoffi cial sources. 
Frank Richards, a private in the Indian army between 1902 and 1909, 
records a vivid vignette of the brothel or ‘rag’ at Agra. There were thirty 
or forty Indian girls aged twelve to thirty for the garrison of 1,500 white 
men. The brothel was open from 12 noon to 11 p.m. It was ‘generally 
accepted’ that a healthy young man in India could not keep away from 
women, though Richards knew a number who did and he admired them. 
It was impossible, he said, to walk out of barracks without being offered 
‘jiggy- jig’. Much emphasis was laid on washing afterwards, in order to 
avoid VD: hot water was provided in a small lavatory in the street. At 
Agra, the ‘rag’ was right opposite the Protestant church, and it was pos-
sible to stand in the road and hear both the preacher and the cries of the 
soliciting girls. Small boys of six to nine years ran errands and acted as 
punka- wallahs: ‘wicked little devils’ they were, and ‘very knowledgeable 
about sex’. Truly the soldiers of the king- emperor at Agra were in a dif-
ferent world from the barracks at Colchester. Richards also mentions 
that at Curzon’s durbar a half- caste prostitute aged fi fty announced her 
retirement after thirty- six years and kept open free house for fi ve hours. 
Enormous numbers paid their farewell respects.41

Inevitably the whole system became caught up in the wake of the 
anti- Contagious Diseases Acts campaign in Britain. By 1888 criticism 
was strong enough for the Indian cantonment arrangements to be 
offi cially suspended. Many of their main features in practice went on 
unchanged, however, as two formidable American lady ‘Purity’ inves-
tigators (Mrs E.W. Andrew and Dr K. Bushnell) discovered in 1892/3 
and in 1899/1900. ‘Lock’ hospitals continued under the sanitised name 
of ‘voluntary venereal hospitals’. The critics had not fully understood the 
position anyway. The government’s special committee on the working 
of the system (comprising Denzil Ibbetson of the Indian Civil Service, 
Surgeon- Colonel Cleghorn and Maulvi Samiullah Khan) emphatically 
rejected the picture suggested by its opponents:

of trembling groups of miserable women . . . their scanty earnings limited by 
authority, and accompanied by constant brutality . . . released from their con-
fi nement only in order to be subjected to the unspeakable indignity of personal 
examination . . . condemned to drag on a hopeless life of abject poverty and 
degradation, of shame, and self- abhorrence, of futile yearning for escape, till 
fading charms cause their rejection as articles no longer serviceable . . . For such 
a picture . . . we fi nd no shadow of foundation.42

The regulated system had not, on the other hand, produced any dra-
matic reduction of VD, but suspension at once made matters lamentably 
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worse. Between 1889 and 1892 nearly half the British soldiers in Bengal 
were treated for VD; offi cially the rate was 522.3 per thousand. (See 
Figure 13.1.) Maybe ‘VD’ was loosely defi ned, and some of the ‘syphi-
lis’ cases might have been no more than festering abrasions caused by 
‘impure coition’ (that is, fellatio) in a hot climate. Even so, the British 
soldier was certainly more vulnerable to VD than his Indian counterpart, 
who was more likely to be married. Perhaps this was in part also because 
he had more money to squander, or was more careless when drunk, or 
less canny in spotting female symptoms, or perhaps he simply maintained 
his uncircumcised equipment badly. At all events, in 1895 Secretary of 
State Lord George Hamilton wanted to bring back the old regulated 
precautions. Viceroy Elgin, with his habitual good sense and foresight, 
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warned that this might eventually only produce another swing of the 
Purity pendulum, with the backlash overturning all that they had gained. 
He therefore suggested simply restarting a voluntary VD examination, 
taking powers to expel diseased prostitutes from cantonments, and, 
while they were in hospital, stopping the pay of men who caught VD. 
Such a penalisation, he hoped, might restrain the troops and at the same 
time remove the reproach that the authorities punished only the Indian 
women. The War Offi ce refused to adopt this, largely from anxiety lest 
it encouraged men to conceal their infections. The new rules actually 
adopted in 1897 were as follows: no special registration of prostitutes 
(apart from that required for all inhabitants of cantonments); girls not to 
be allowed to live in the regimental bazar, only in the main bazar (sadr 
bazar), where most of them already were by now; VD to be compulsorily 
treated like any other contagious disease. (Improved recreational facili-
ties were also recommended.) Some gratifying decline in VD seemed to 
result.43 But ‘regimental brothels’ persisted into the twentieth century. 
Essentially the army outwitted the civilian objectors and Purity- mongers. 
The situation only really changed as recreation became diversifi ed.

‘White slavery’ and international prostitution

The ‘white slave traffi c’ was but a sub- branch of a more general phenom-
enon, as the League of Nations recognised in 1921 by renaming it the 
‘traffi c in women and children’. In this international prostitution Britain 
was essentially a customer rather than a supplier. Unlike the French, 
British empire- builders never took their own prostitutes with them. 
Indeed, any British prostitute found in India or elsewhere was sent back 
home. Their presence was thought to be bad for prestige. International 
prostitution was fed by the French, the Italians, and Central European 
Jews (especially from Poland), together with some Russians. Above all, 
there were the Chinese and Japanese. Indians and Filipinos were not 
signifi cantly involved in this movement.

Japanese brothels were renowned the world over for their excellent 
management, technical profi ciency, cleanliness, and quietness. Even 
as late as 1930 Japan maintained 11,154 licensed brothels in 541 dif-
ferent quarters (yoshiwara, after the Tokyo prototype), including those 
in the Japanese empire. In Japan itself there were 50,056 prostitutes. 
The Japanese maintained a vast network of prostitution extending from 
Kyūshū, north to Siberia and east to Cape Town, with Singapore, 
Mauritius, and Australia as major termini. Queensland and the eastern 
gold- fi elds of Western Australia were operated on quite a scale: well over 
200 Japanese prostitutes were working in Australia in 1896, about half 
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of them in Queensland. The principal Japanese traffi cker, Muraoka Iheiji 
Jiden, claimed to have superintended the smuggling of 3,222 women 
from Japan to Singapore, and often thence to Mauritius and Australia 
(some pardonable exaggeration probably has to be allowed for).44

Chinese prostitution was highly developed. Shanghai had more than 
40,000 prostitutes (including clandestines) around 1900. Overseas, 
the Chinese had prostitutes wherever there were Chinese men at work. 
During the early 1930s there were 6,000 Chinese ‘known’ prostitutes in 
Malaya, 4,000 in Hong Kong, 1,000 in Macao, and 1,000 in Thailand. 
There were 2,600 registered brothels in Hong Kong. The Chinese did 
a not inconsiderable trade in little girls to the United States. There was 
also a defi nite and long- standing trade in small boys to Indonesia. Ti- 
chou troupes of young Chinese boy- actors contained some exquisitely 
expert anal technicians, and their tours among overseas Chinese com-
munities caused considerable excitement and trouble, especially in 
Thailand, Malaya, and Sumatra. When in the 1930s the British authori-
ties decided to ban Chinese theatricals in Malaya there was such an 
outcry from the Ti- chou community that the British were forced into a 
compromise whereby boy- actors would still be allowed to perform, but 
were to be recruited locally and not imported.45

The principal problem for British administrators, however, was posed 
by orthodox Chinese brothels in Malaya. William Pickering (Protector of 
Chinese) calculated that in 1893 there were 235 brothels in Singapore, 
housing 2,400 licensed prostitutes, catering for a population of 55,000 
Chinese men; of these prostitutes all but 300 were also available to 
Europeans. Since there were ten Chinese men to every one Chinese 
woman in Malaya, and since Chinese men so famously knew how to 
take care of sexual needs without women anyway, Pickering concluded it 
would be pointless, even undesirable, to check free (that is, uncoerced) 
prostitution, though he realised that this advice was as  ‘unEnglish, 
unChristian and abnormal as the situation itself’. In Malaya in 1894 
there were 587 registered brothels containing 4,514 Chinese, 450 
Japanese, 81 Malay, and 50 other known prostitutes of various origin. 
(With keepers and servants the total inmates came to 6,596.) In addition 
there was Singapore, which alone had 246 brothels in 1894 with 1,871 
registered prostitutes; and Penang had 103 houses with 981 inmates. By 
1899 the fi gures had increased still further. Singapore had 311 brothels 
(236 Chinese, 48 Japanese, 10 European, 9 Tamil, and 8 Malay houses) 
in the recognised red- light district: with 861 Chinese, 294 Japanese, 
37 European, 13 Tamil, and 28 Malay known prostitutes. Also, there 
were about half a dozen male brothels in Singapore with about a dozen 
inmates; half of these houses were reserved for the Chinese. In Penang 
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by 1899 there were 736 Chinese registered prostitutes, 71 Japanese, and 
86 Indians. British government policy in Malaya as in India was directed 
towards the abolition of compulsory registration and inspection.46

In the geography of ‘white slavery’ the main route was from Europe 
to Latin America, especially to Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay. Buenos 
Aires was something of an international Mecca or Golconda magnet. 
But there was also a major supply- line running to North Africa, Egypt, 
and Constantinople (and taking in Greeks on the way). This line, espe-
cially after the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, led on to Bombay, 
Colombo, Singapore, Saigon, Hong Kong, and Shanghai. From Shanghai 
there was a further forward extension by rail to Harbin in Manchuria, 
or by sea to Manila in the Philippines. The Russians had their own 
export- line (for unemployable Siberian peasants), to Manchuria and 
north China, focusing upon the frontier town of Harbin (the centre for 
railway construction in the region). Harbin in 1932 had a population 
of 100,000 Russians and contained nine licensed brothels. Most of the 
2,000 white prostitutes in Shanghai around 1900 were Russians. There 
were also Russian women in Peking and Tientsin. The Italians had a 
direct line to the gold- fi elds of Western Australia. As the Witwatersrand 
mines developed, Johannesburg was brought on to the international vice 
circuit, partly from New York and partly via the Suez Canal. New York 
was always a major city in the network, with a westward supply- line via 
San Francisco to Hong Kong and Shanghai, and further branches to 
Singapore or to the Philippines. The southern route from New York 
linked up Texas, New Orleans, Cuba, Panama, and ultimately Cape 
Town and Johannesburg. (See Map 13.1.)

Perhaps one of the most surprising features of the European section 
of the international prostitution network was the extent to which Jews 
were involved in it. Arthur Moro, an offi cer in the London Jewish 
Association for the Protection of Girls and Women, lamented in 1903: 
‘We have positive evidence that to almost all parts of North and South 
Africa, to India, China, Japan, Philippine Islands, North and South 
America and also to many of the countries in Europe, Yiddish- speaking 
Jews are maintaining a regular fl ow of Jewesses, traffi cked solely for the 
purpose of prostitution.’ The roots of this phenomenon, spreading to 
fi ve continents, were in destitution, discrimination, persecution, massive 
migrations, and urbanisation in Central Europe with a weakening of tra-
ditional controls in towns. To put it in perspective, however, there were 
more French prostitutes in Paris than there were Jewish harlots in all the 
world, and the French were also heavily represented in a global diaspora 
embracing Buenos Aires, the Rand, and Manchuria.

The organisers of this transnational traffi c were offi cially regarded 
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with extreme disgust, but they were by any standard remarkably 
resourceful entrepreneurs. Husband and wife teams were typical, the 
one a pimp (or souteneur, or ‘boy’ as they called themselves), the other 
a brothel- madam. They lived peripatetic lives, and passed on their 
know- how to their sons and daughters. Whole families from the Polish 
underworld were involved – for example the Stanger sisters, one procur-
ing in Europe, one running a brothel in Port Arthur, another operating 
in Tientsin. Sadie Solomon was one of the best- travelled fi gures in the 
New York underworld, having run brothels in Johannesburg, Brazil, 
Buenos Aires, Panama, Texas, and Vancouver by 1914, when she was 
said to be worth $50,000. Nathan Spieler gave up pretzel- baking to run 
brothels in Shanghai, Constantinople, Bombay, and Singapore, and he 
was known in the Philippines too. The big- time players had nicknames 
which resounded in several continents: ‘Sadie the Afrikaner’ and ‘Jenny 
the Factory’ are self- explanatory soubriquets. In Argentina, after two 
sons of a rabbi had apparently had diffi culty in obtaining a Jewish burial 
for their father because they were well- known pimps, a chartered burial 
society was set up with its own cemetery for those excluded from the 
Ashkenazi cemetery on grounds of uncleanness. By the 1920s this had 
evolved into the Zwi Magdal Society, a pimps’ fraternity controlling a 
thousand brothels and three thousand girls. By such enterprise did pros-
titution thrive.47

The outstanding characteristics of these sexual entrepreneurs were 
their mobility, their readiness to diversify, and their ruthless profes-
sionalism. Movement was essential to the whole business. Customers 
needed new faces, and so the maintenance of a chain of brothels along 
a well- established passing- on route was essential. There was no formal 
direction, just a worldwide camaraderie of pimps and women constantly 
on the move. The League of Nations investigating team in the 1920s 
bumped into the same pimps in Buenos Aires, Cairo, Paris, Warsaw, 
and Antwerp. Pimps were well informed about each other’s movements. 
Many made regular recruiting trips to Europe, sometimes as many as fi ve 
times a year, probably bringing back no more than one girl at a time (to 
avoid attracting suspicion). In 1913 the Polish authorities even claimed 
that traffi ckers convened annually for a sort of trade fair in Warsaw. The 
enterprising George Cuirassier swooped into South Africa to meet the 
extra demand created by the South African War, having already oper-
ated in France, Manchuria, Argentina, Mexico, and the United States. 
Such men always knew where the big events were, whether it was races 
in a Mexican border town attracting 100,000 Americans a day, or a 
gymnastic gala in Geneva. Then there was their willingness to take on 
sidelines. They sold ‘pornography’ to potential customers and cocaine to 
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weary women. They posed for sexual pictures, or perhaps entered into 
partnership with a sex photographer. Some were involved in smuggling. 
They were patient in outwitting the authorities. Making detours was a 
regular device to reduce the risk of immigration scrutiny – money could 
always be made en route. They obtained false marriage certifi cates, went 
through pseudo- marriage ceremonies, even actual marriage ceremonies. 
They regularly ordered reinforcements by telegraph. Their professional-
ism was particularly geared to obtaining ‘green’ girls (the raw newcom-
ers), and to training them in anal and oral practices. This constituted 
the vital breakthrough into the ‘big time’, because a prostitute expert in 
these ‘refi nements’ could receive forty men a day, compared with six to 
eight men serviced by straightforward intercourse. Moreover, the tariff 
was higher, and so a prostitute who had extended her range in this way 
was reckoned to be worth more than half a dozen ordinary prostitutes.

The League of Nations inquiry held between 1924 and 1927 visited 28 
countries and 112 cities and conducted 6,500 interviews. It confi rmed 
that Latin America was the major destination for white prostitutes. The 
proportion of foreign women in Brazilian brothels was 80 per cent; in 
Montevideo it was 42 per cent and in Argentina 75 per cent. Buenos 
Aires had 4,500 foreign prostitutes; there were 585 known brothels. 
Perhaps a quarter of its prostitutes were French – certainly the largest 
single group. A clear majority of all European prostitutes exported 
ended up in Argentina. Turning to North Africa, in Alexandria there 
were 670 brothels in 1923, with 1,356 known prostitutes: one- third were 
French, and more than 40 per cent foreign. Algeria had 580 European 
prostitutes, and Tunisia 115. In both countries the winter tourist season 
imposed an increased demand. Some houses were operated in conjunc-
tion with Marseilles and Paris, the telegraph again being a vital adjunct to 
business. The parallel inquiry into the situation in the East, covering the 
whole area from Beirut to Tokyo, was conducted in 1930–2. It came up 
with the following fi gures. In Calcutta there were 25 French prostitutes, 
10 Russian, one Italian, one Greek, and one Australian. There were 
20 whites in Hong Kong (half of them French), 20 in Bombay (mostly 
Jews), 15 in Shanghai (including 5 Americans and 3 Australians), 10 
or more in the Philippines (plus 122 Japanese), and 23 in Colombo. 
Colombo provided the League with its best proof of boy- prostitution 
(involving Tamil teenagers working in the docks), but nowhere could 
they uncover much evidence of any substantial traffi c in boys.

Thus the international diffusion of European prostitutes was remarka-
bly wide at its heyday in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
There was an elaborate informal organisation, effi ciently run on the best 
entrepreneurial lines. The nodal distributive points were Buenos Aires, 
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New York, Alexandria, Constantinople, Hong Kong, and Shanghai. The 
whole international network relied heavily on technological advance: on 
condoms, cables, and canals (Suez and Panama). Southern Africa would 
not have been brought so quickly into the network but for the Suez Canal, 
and the railway link from Lourenço Marques to Johannesburg (1895). 
This soon brought 750 Jewish prostitutes to the region. About a third of 
the girls were French (the red- light district of Johannesburg was called 
Frenchfontein), and a fi fth of them were Germans. There were at least 
133 brothels in Johannesburg by 1896, and probably a similar number 
in Cape Town. Most of the inhabitants were white. Johannesburg’s con-
nection to the international network also owed something to the exodus 
from New York brothels during the police clean- up campaign of 1892–5. 
By 1909 Smuts was launching his own purge, and broke the hold of the 
immigrant vice merchants. Prostitution in South Africa reverted once 
more to its indigenous base.48 Reversal of the trend towards turning the 
whole world into the white man’s brothel had begun.49

IV

Empire provided ample opportunities for sexual indulgence throughout 
the nineteenth century, though this was more obvious in frontier situa-
tions and the fi ghting services than in settled expatriate communities. 
Indeed, the willingness of Victorian Britons to endure the deprivations 
involved in working overseas probably depended quite crucially on the 
easy availability of a range of sexual consolations. Sexual consciousness 
was heightened among soldiers and traders alike. Sexual relationships 
soldered together the invisible bonds of empire. In the erotic fi eld, as in 
administration and commerce, some degree of ‘collaboration’ from the 
indigenous communities was essential to the maintenance of imperial 
systems. The empire- builder was exposed to more relaxed attitudes and 
alternative life- styles; even some evangelical missionaries took advantage 
of these exotic opportunities. After the orchestrated reduction of sexual 
opportunity in Britain itself from the 1880s, the formal and informal 
empire continued to provide some compensation, until Purity tightened 
its grip overseas.

The evidence uncovered in this chapter is fragmented and often 
tantalising. It is necessarily impressionistic and superfi cial. The effect 
is rather like peering only into the relatively clear surface layer of the 
waters of a particularly deep and opaque pool, since most sexual activity 
is simply not observable, still less recorded. The sources used here were 
in the main generated because something went wrong. Private behaviour 
became offi cially or publicly scandalous, and therefore the subject of 
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investigation and record. The surviving evidence is thus biased towards 
the sensational and the discreditable. The larger (and presumably irre-
coverable) truth is probably gentler and more ordinary than the rather 
lurid and perfervid picture presented above. Sexual preoccupation may 
well be even more pervasive than we can document, but its expression 
is likely to have been generally less exploitative than the record suggests. 
Though sex cannot of itself enable men to transcend racial barriers, it 
generates some admiration and affection across them, which is healthy, 
and which cannot always be dismissed as merely self- interested and 
prudential. However, if we are to regard such inter- racial sexual liaisons 
as damaging, then we should also be prepared to accept that at least 
equally damaging has been the willingness of the Third World to adopt 
the peculiar Purity laws and conventions of Britain in the 1880s as if they 
represented ultimate truths about human civilisation. They do not.
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14 Penis envy and ‘penile othering’ in the 
colonies and America

[The fi rst half of this chapter is a revised version of a commissioned 
contribution to Sex (The Erotic Review, ed. Stephen Bayley, 2001), enti-
tled ‘Does size matter?: African and Afro- American super- sexuality’; 
the second half has been written for this volume.
 The chapter registers an extraordinary reversal. Male circumcision, 
from being regarded as a barbarous mark of ‘the Other’, was adopted 
for a full half- century as an emblem of the imperial elite. Although 
circumcision provides unusually clear evidence of a cultural connection 
to empire, it is ignored by cultural and post- colonial historians. Its sig-
nifi cance, however, has been picked up by traditionalist historians such 
as Piers Brendon (The decline and fall of the British empire, 1781–1997 
(2007), p. 206) and Anthony Kirk- Greene (Britain’s imperial adminis-
trators, 1858–1966 (2000), pp. 11–12).]

Perceptions of the penis signify as one of the ways in which European 
men saw people ‘other’ than themselves. Their assessments of the male 
body were part of their attitudes towards race, which perpetually hinged 
upon a sense of difference. And the sorts of ‘other’ penis they saw dif-
fered in two main ways, or so it seemed: in their size and in whether or 
not they were circumcised. In 1810, when Byron wanted to draw out 
the main differences between the ‘Turks and ourselves’, he seized upon 
the fact that ‘we have a foreskin and they have none’ – adding that ‘we 
talk much and they little . . . we prefer a girl and a bottle, they a pipe 
and a pathic’.1 It was a commonplace that Africans had larger genera-
tive organs – the macrophallic obsession or fantasy. A perceived white 
inadequacy in comparison was mainly dealt with by declaring a large 
penis to be a sign that blacks were closer to beast life than man, and 
it was linked to a supposed hypersexuality, condemned as uncivilised. 
The threat of forcible circumcision at times induced little short of panic 
among Europeans captured by Muslims, sometimes as prisoners of war, 
especially in India, sometimes as victims of piracy and shipwreck in the 
Mediterranean. This was an ‘othering’ because it was only at the end 
of the nineteenth century that British males began fashionably to be 
circumcised as a routine. Before that it was a contemptible sign of the 
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Other, practised only by Jews, Muslims, and some African, Melanesian, 
and Amerindian peoples. It was despised as mutilation.

I

John Ogilby’s splendid compilation of travellers’ tales, Africa (1670), 
recorded that Negro men sported ‘large Propagators’. From at least the 
fi fteenth century, it was widely put about in Europe that Africans were 
exceptionally well- equipped sexually. Coupled with this belief in the larger 
black penis was an apprehension that African sexual prowess and staying-
 power were also greater than those of white men. By the eighteenth century 
these propositions were probably well diffused in educated circles, and it 
was assumed that the ‘noble savage’ had an impressive ‘propagator’.2

Probably the fi rst systematic attempt to integrate the penis into 
racial classifi cation was in 1799 when Charles White of Manchester, a 
respected scientist, published An account of the regular gradation in Man, 
which said the black member was ‘invariably’ longer and more solid than 
the white man’s. Others followed him during the nineteenth century. 
James Hunt, in On the Negro’s place in nature (1863), cited an ‘eminent’ 
French anthropologist, Dr Pruner Bey: ‘the penis is always of an unu-
sually large size’, with ‘very large’ seminal vesicles. Bey added for good 
measure: sexual gratifi cation, together with drunkenness, gambling, and 
ornamentation of the body, ‘are the most powerful levers in the life of 
the Negro’.3 Observable bodily difference was important in establish-
ing categories of race, and travellers and anthropologists embraced the 
theory of the big propagator ‘as a heuristic device alongside others for 
racial classifi cation’.4

However, the notion of a black ‘super penis’ only began to assume 
widespread and obsessional signifi cance in the 1860s, as a result of the 
deterioration of race relations throughout the Anglo- Saxon world. These 
processes were especially notable in the increasing segregation, negro-
phobia, and sexual paranoia of the American South following the end 
of slavery, and they persisted well into the twentieth century. The Afro-
 American novelist James Baldwin once remarked that white Southerners 
were obsessed with the black man’s organ, and whenever a black man 
was lynched – and several thousand were from the 1880s to the 1930s 
– the fi rst thing done ‘was to cut his penis off’. As one commentator has 
said, ‘To really kill a black man, you fi rst had to kill his penis.’

Many commentators dismiss these propositions about size as myths, as 
no more than part of the racist paraphernalia and thus automatically dis-
credited. They argue that there is no essential difference between penis 
size in blacks and whites, and that blacks were stigmatised as ‘sexually 
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depraved’ as part of the battery of justifi cation for European infl uence in 
Africa and domination in the New World. They suggest that the image 
of the black super- stud was invented in order to deter white women from 
seeking inter- racial liaisons. Had not Shakespeare himself identifi ed the 
danger when he wrote that ‘it is an old saying that black men are pearls 
in beauteous ladies’ eyes’? (Two Gentlemen of Verona, V, ii, 10–13, pub-
lished around 1589–93). These sexual worries were, in the opinion of 
many historians of race, ‘the ultimate basis of racial antagonism’ (J.S. 
Walvin), since all racism derives from fear of competition. Assumptions 
about an aggressive black sexuality were certainly deeply ingrained in 
Britain and throughout the American and colonial world.5

One of the fi rst historians to challenge the ‘myth’ – if that is what it 
was – was the Brazilian writer Gilberto Freyre in his celebrated book 
translated as The masters and the slaves: a study of the development of 
Brazilian civilisation (1946). Freyre argued that Negro sexuality was 
in fact characterised by a greater moderation than European sexuality, 
and was in constant need of sharp stimulation, hence the need for such 
aids as ‘aphrodisiac dances’. He pointed out that appearances could be 
deceptive, with many a giant- framed Negro having the ‘penis of a small 
boy’; moreover, he declared, the sexual organs of ‘primitive people’ were 
comparatively underdeveloped.6

On the other hand, the alternative picture has never lacked its advo-
cates, even in recent times. Professor J. Philippe Rushton, professor of 
psychology at the University of Western Ontario in Canada, as the twen-
tieth century drew to its close, attempted to demonstrate statistically in 
Race, evolution and behaviour that blacks have larger genitals and smaller 
brains than whites or Asians, and that there was an inverse correlation 
between penis size and brain power. He summed up his thesis thus: ‘It’s 
a trade- off. More brain or more penis. You can’t have both.’7

Whatever the facts, of course, the important thing is what people think 
is the case.8 Thus the notion of the black ‘super penis’ remains a ‘classic 
instance of the infl uence of sexual insecurity upon perception’. As W.D. 
Jordan writes of the American South:

Whatever the objective facts, the belief blended fl awlessly with the white man’s 
image of the Negro. If a perceptible anatomical difference did in fact exist, it for-
tuitously coincided with the already fi rmly established idea of the Negro’s special 
sexuality; it could only have served as a striking confi rmation of that idea, as salt 
in the wounds of the white man’s envy.9

It has been further suggested that Amerindians were the subject of less 
prejudice because their ‘propagators’ were supposed to be a little smaller 
than those of the whites, and their sex- drives lower, while they were ‘more 
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likely’ to evolve trans- sexual roles. A German writer, W.L. van Eschege, 
in 1818 committed himself to the view that the Brazilian Indians had ‘an 
extraordinary small size of penis, consonant with their feminine nature’. 
A specifi c contrast with blacks was made by K. von Martius in 1843.10 
Intermarriage with American Indians was never illegal. Nor was it in New 
Zealand with the Maori. Were historians therefore in a position to posit 
an emerging general theory that penis length determines whether sexual 
fears are present or not? Is this the crucial reason why white men got on 
well with the Maori? Not really. Professor Sinclair acknowledged that 
the absence of a feeling of sexual rivalry or jealousy towards Maori males 
was important in comparatively good race relations in New Zealand. He 
was unable to suggest an explanation. ‘But there is no real or imagined 
difference in sexual organs or practices to cause jealousy.’ Although the 
negative point is not unimportant, there are more signifi cant reasons for 
inter- racial respect, in New Zealand and elsewhere. In the Maori case 
these included martial spirit and lighter skin colour.11

Of course there has never been any shortage of exaggeration in white 
estimates of their own phallic prowess. Vic Gatrell has analysed ‘phallic 
narcissism’ in eighteenth- century bawdy songs circulating in London. A 
ditty by Charles Morris compared the penis with ‘the tree of life’:

This tree will in most countries produce,
But till 18 years growth ’tis not much fi t for use,
Then nine or ten inches, for it seldom grows higher,
And that’s as much as the heart can desire.12

In France the Marquis de Sade described his principals in The 120 days 
of Sodom (written in about 1784) as endowed with ‘engines’ or ‘devices’ 
of anything from eight to thirteen inches in length, and between ‘seven 
and fi fteen- sixteenths around’ and ‘eight and a quarter inches circumfer-
entially’.13 All Europeans of course, and mostly preposterous.

So what are the ‘objective facts’? Men vary in their sexual drive and 
capacity, in the intensity of their need for sexual satisfaction, and even 
in the dynamic power of their ejaculatory force, just as they vary in every 
other attribute and characteristic. And, whether white or black, mani-
festly they vary – dramatically – in penis size. The scientifi c measurement 
of the phallus is known as phalloplethysmography, literally an assessment 
of volume.14 Linear estimation is made upon the erect upper surface of 
the penis, from the urethral opening to the junction with the stomach. 
From a variety of such studies, the issue of size can be resolved.

Adult erections normally range from 4.5 inches to 9 inches (11.5 to 
23 centimetres). That is to say, some men have erections which are 
twice as long as others. Almost all, however, are between 5 inches and 
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7 inches, though 8 inches is not uncommon; 6 inches (15 centimetres), 
plus or minus, may be regarded as standard, a respectable average. 
There is an inherent improbability about anything genuinely and verifi -
ably in excess of 9.5 inches, although there has never been any short-
age of claimants. In 1890 a French doctor, A. Charpy, documented an 
erection of 14.5 inches, and this is frequently cited as the record length 
in man. Unfortunately, virtually all the subjects available for scientifi c 
measurement appear to have been Caucasian. Even the great Kinsey 
himself was dissatisfi ed with his ‘black’ sample (mostly of the lower 
social level) and encountered problems in gaining the confi dence of 
Afro- American groups. Although the data were routinely collected, his 
Sexual behavior in the human male (1948) is therefore silent on the whole 
issue. Privately, Kinsey said he dared not publish his fi ndings because 
they confi rmed the racial stereotype that blacks did indeed have larger 
penises, higher frequencies of sexual activity, and rose to orgasm more 
slowly than quick- fi ring whites; he feared that American neo- Nazis 
would say ‘we told you so’. Perhaps not entirely incidentally he found 
that black women were more likely than white women to have clitorises 
which stood out more than one inch. The longest penises reported were, 
however, white.15

The Kinsey data subsequently published suggest the following conclu-
sions, comparing a sample of white college students, 4,694 in number, 
with black college students, 177 in number. The black sample is small, 
but indicative. On estimated measurements of the length of erect penis – 
the most important point of comparison – it appears that 37% of whites 
had erections of less than six inches, but only 26% of blacks; there was 
almost no difference in the proportion of those between six and seven 
inches (56% as against 54%); but of those over seven inches, whites 
accounted for 6.8% as against 20% blacks, the latter including 3% at 
nine inches (0.4% of whites). (See Table 14.1.) Erect circumferences at 
the widest point showed 70% of whites measured up to fi ve inches, 65% 
of blacks, with blacks having 5% more measurements in excess of fi ve 
inches round. Measured fl accid length must be considered as seriously 
unreliable, but revealed a similar pattern: little difference in the majority 
middle range of about three to four inches; with more whites than blacks 
shorter than this, more blacks than whites longer. As far as other pos-
sible indicators of sexual avidity and technique were concerned, Kinsey 
found, for example, 42% of white boys fi rst masturbated at the age of 
ten or earlier, while 68% of blacks began this early. The length of time in 
sustained erection in coitus to orgasm indicated that only 12% of whites 
managed fi fteen minutes or more, while 22% of black men fell into this 
category. Premature ejaculation – defi ned as sustaining coitus for less 
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than two minutes – was characteristic of 17.6% of white men, but only 
9.7% of black men.16

So Kinsey was probably right, and there is a marginal correlation 
between blackness and penis size, a black penis on average being a little 
larger that the white man’s. But exactly the same variations in size can 
be observed in black as well as white. There are documented cases of 
Africans with smaller- than- average appendages, most famously the 
warrior- leader Shaka, ruler of Zululand between about 1818 and 1828. 
Shaka was taunted by other boys when he was eleven: ‘Look at his cock: 
it is just like a little earthworm’ (‘Ake ni- bone umtondo wake: ufane 
nomsundu nje’). Whether puberty brought any relative improvement is 

Table 14.1. The Kinsey data: estimated length of erect penis, white 
men and black men (per cent)

Length to nearest 
quarter inch

White Black

College student Non- college student College student

 2.0–3.75 0.6 1.2 0
 4.0–4.75 6.5 9.6 3.1
 5.00 12.4 13.4 9.9
 5.25 1.4 0.8 1.2
 5.50 13.1 11.6 10.6
 5.75 2.9 2.2 1.2
 6.00 28.7 28.9 19.3
 6.25 2.5 1.8 2.5
 6.50 13.3 12.2 16.8
 6.75 1.2 0.6 0.6
 7.00 10.7 9.8 14.9
 7.25 0.6 1.0 0
 7.50 2.4 2.9 6.2
 7.75 0.2 0.2 0
 8.00 2.4 2.9 9.3
 8.25 0.1 0 0
 8.50 0.6 0.6 1.2
 8.75 0.1 0 0
 9.00 0.3 0.2 3.1
 9.25 0 0 0
 9.50 – 0 0
 9.75 0 0 0
10.00 0.1 0 0

Source: Derived from Gebhard and Johnson, The Kinsey data, table 69, p. 
116. The size of the sample was 4,694 white college students (plus 766 non-
 college), and 177 black college students. The standard question was: ‘How 
long is your penis when it is hard, measuring on the top side from your belly 
out to the tip?’
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not known, but Shaka took his revenge later by impaling his boyhood 
tormentors.17

Anyone who has seen ethnographic photographs or television pictures 
of the Masai of Kenya, or the Nuer and Nubians of the Sudan, will prob-
ably agree that their men do appear mainly to be well endowed. But a 
goodly fl accid length should not be assumed to extend proportionately 
into its erect state. The appearance, or actuality, of impressive penises in 
Africans may derive not so much from genetic determination as from life-
 style. Going routinely nude in hot climates would certainly seem to help, 
while regular sexual usage would seem to be an essential concomitant – a 
factor which may explain recent claims that (supposedly promiscuous) 
homosexuals have signifi cantly longer propagators than (supposedly 
apathetic) heterosexuals. Some African peoples may also have resorted 
to artifi cial devices for lengthening the penis. And circumcision, though 
not practised by all Africans, may provide a ‘value added’ increment by 
exposing the glans to a subtle degree of continuous stimulation.

As far as sexual desire, capacity, and performance are concerned, any 
special African reputation would seem to rest on even shakier foundations 
than that of signifi cantly superior penis size. There is nothing instinctive 
about the capacity to provide sophisticated sexual performance. It has to 
be learned, and it takes time and patience. Although it is perfectly pos-
sible that Africans cultivated their sexuality more than many Europeans, 
and were less inhibited about it, there is little evidence that they evolved 
an art of sexuality in any way comparable to that of the Indians or the 
Chinese, or even the Japanese; still less can such an evolution have hap-
pened among Afro- Americans in the unpropitious circumstances of a 
slave plantation. Indeed, if by ‘sexual capacity’ we mean maintenance 
of continuous erection over the space of many hours or a whole night, 
the world champions would undoubtedly be the Taoist masters of sex. 
Although the Kama Sutra may refl ect a culture that was adept at strate-
gies of arousal and the variation of positions for sexual intercourse, only 
the Tao philosophers of sex concentrated on techniques for improving 
erectile function (or curing dysfunction and combating old- age deterio-
ration), for developing sexual energy, multiplying and controlling male 
orgasm, and practising semen retention, or any of the other arts which 
alone can maximise male sexual performance as such.18

III

Forcible circumcision has come to be associated especially with European 
captives in the state of Mysore in the 1780s. Mysore was ruled by two 
remarkable Muslims, Haidar Ali and, from 1782 his son Tipu Sultan. 
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The state of Mysore was a powerful kingdom which posed a signifi cant 
threat to British military power in India, and it was not until 1792 that it 
was defeated. Tipu was known as ‘the Tiger of Mysore’ and tiger sym-
bolism was pervasive: the sultan’s troops wore tiger- striped uniforms. 
The British saw him as a bogeyman, and attributed to him a Muslim 
religious fanaticism ‘for which there is no factual basis’.19

It is in the context of this cautious judgment that we need to evaluate the 
captivity narratives, with Linda Colley as our guide.20 Many such stories 
were published, for example William Thomson’s Memoirs of the late war 
in Asia (1788), and Narrative of the sufferings of James Bristow, 1792–1794. 
The former was from the perspective of the offi cer class, the latter that 
of the private soldier, but both detailed cases of forcible circumcision. Of 
the others, the memoir of an offi cer called Cromwell Massey seems to 
be the most interesting. He was imprisoned in Seringapatam from 1780 
to 1784. At some point in 1781 he received reports that fi fteen ‘healthy 
looking young men’, British private soldiers, had refused to join Mysore’s 
armies. Having refused, they were taken one by one to be body- shaved, 
stretched naked on their backs over a large bowl, arms and legs held 
down by guards, and forcibly relieved of their foreskins. However, there 
is also evidence that some British captives voluntarily surrendered them-
selves to incorporation in Tipu’s military machine, and perhaps were 
then circumcised more considerately with drugging. Massey also learned 
that at Bangalore, fi fty- one boys and young men had been circumcised, 
including fi ve midshipmen. At one point Massey scribbled in his manu-
script, ‘terribly alarmed this morning for our foreskins’.

There were reports in the British press that Tipu recruited some of the 
youngest captives, drummer- boys and cabin- boys, once circumcised, to 
act as ramzainis or dancing- boys in his court, and this may have involved 
cross- dressing. In 1784 some 1,700 British- born male captives remained 
alive in Mysore, and almost a quarter were either forced or chose to 
go over to their captors. According to Colley, this made defeat worse, 
because circumcision ‘seemed a particularly indelible assault on their 
identity, an irreversible “othering” . . . the British bodies involved in this 
Mysore captivity panic could be viewed in terms of national humiliation: 
not just emblems of defeat and lapses in solidarity in India, but of emas-
culation as well’. These were ‘physical mutilations that could be inter-
preted as affronts to British masculinity’, as an ‘ultimate and defi nitive 
emblem of national castration and unmanning’. Colley then quotes the 
words of one ensign: ‘I lost with the foreskin of my yard all those benefi ts 
of a Christian and Englishman which were and ever shall be my greatest 
glory.’ Although she recognises that this is ‘at once comic, tortured and 
eloquent’, she still seems to take it too seriously, for it is surely no more 
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than a humorous bit of bravado. Colley, with her sub- Freudian ‘symbolic 
castration thesis’, apparently sees circumcision as part of a campaign of 
feminisation. From an anthropological perspective, this is nonsense. The 
universal meaning of circumcision is making properly male, conferring 
a ‘badge of manhood’.21 It achieves gender differentiation, an entry into 
masculine personality and a sexual role, by a conquest of ‘feminine ele-
ments’, marking a change ‘from a state of infantile fi lthiness to a state of 
clean maturity’, or, as the Merina describe it, mahasoa (‘making sweet 
and clean’).22 It is most unlikely that Mysoreans saw it generally in any 
other way. To them circumcision was in part a heightening of masculin-
ity, and it may even have been seen as conferring a favour. What we do 
not hear about from captives is subsequent gratitude for the increment of 
sexiness which the operation probably conferred. Fears about it before-
hand were surely no more than apprehension about the pain and risk 
involved in forcible circumcision. But there is an inference that the ben-
efi ts were soon realised, for there were those who agreed to this ‘indel-
ible’ incorporation. So far from these ‘mutilations’ being interpreted as 
‘affronts to British masculinity’, they may be evidence of Tipu’s willing-
ness to show respect to amenable British soldiers, in line with his drilling 
Mysorean troops in accordance with British army regulations.

The circumcision scares in Mysore and Bangalore certainly seem 
unusual in the context of other Muslim captivity scenarios. The North 
African corsairs, ‘Barbary pirates’, are thought to have captured some 
20,000 Britons, including women and children, during the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. Many became galley- rowers or other menials, 
subject to sexual abuse and often dying of disease. But their apprehen-
sions were associated with sodomy rather than circumcision. Up to 
1750, Colley tells us, there are fi ve times more references to men and 
boys in Barbary and Ottoman captivity being buggered than to rape of 
females. (This is interesting, because it suggests Muslims did not bother 
to circumcise those they despised.) But once again, and fancifully, 
Colley reads into this a humiliation metaphor, this time of penetration, 
‘a particularly acute expression of the fear and insecurity’ felt politically 
in the face of ‘Muslim aggression’: a fear of national ‘penetration from 
without’. This declined, she says, when Muslims ‘were no longer in a 
position seriously to threaten European males’, after the shift in the rela-
tive balance of geopolitical power.

IV

There is of course a strange, even astonishing, footnote to all this – 
though perhaps one should call it a foreskin note. Within a little more 
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than a hundred years from the idea that circumcision was an alien form 
of ‘othering’, it became a fashionable practice in Britain, America, and 
the white colonies. Traditionally, circumcision would be an unwelcome 
reminder to Christians of their Jewish origins, and religious art (the 
infant Jesus as well as the adolescent David) was unable to be honest 
about this.23 But a most remarkable reversal occurred, symbolised by the 
shift from Victorian missionary opposition to it as a heathen abomina-
tion, to the colonial bishop of the 1920s who enthusiastically incorpo-
rated circumcision into Christian ritual (see p. 192 above).24

How then did experience of empire infl uence changing perceptions of 
the ideal British male body – beyond the obvious need of imperial wars 
and administration for fi t young men? No longer associated with pagan 
barbarism or contemptible Jewishness, circumcision became especially 
popular from the 1890s with parents of the upper middle classes, just 
that sector of society upon which the empire relied for its management.25 
By the mid- 1930s perhaps two- thirds of this class were circumcised, 
though in Britain overall, it was about one- third of males; while in the 
United States it was approaching two- thirds, and set to rise by the 1970s 
to 90 per cent. There seems little dispute that in some way this was con-
nected to cults and theories of manliness. But in what particular concept 
or intention? Was it circumcised masculinity as representing physical 
fi tness, or masculinity as non- masturbating ‘clean’ living? I have argued 
elsewhere that the procedure was ‘primarily an imperial phenomenon’, 
since the fundamental objective can be seen in the way in which British 
military and Indian medical authorities strongly favoured infant circum-
cision. They believed it would eliminate a tiresome cause of trouble for 
the future servants and soldiers of empire operating in hot climates. I 
have accordingly been criticised for being ‘clearly mistaken’ in refus-
ing to subscribe to the orthodoxy that circumcision must ‘inescapably’ 
be held to be essentially an anti- masturbation device, at a time when 
‘self- abuse’ was abhorred as an unmanly evil and an actual disease. 
It has recently been reasserted that circumcision was widely believed 
to dampen autoerotic urges, and therefore that a moral objective was 
central to it.26

Three observations may be offered in response. First, if combating 
‘self- abuse’ was the primary driving force, I doubt if there can ever have 
been such a striking example of the law of unintended consequences. 
Circumcision could have precisely, even dramatically, the opposite 
effect, focusing more attention on the penis, not less. At my suburban 
lower- middle class grammar school in the late 1940s, where – typically 
for our social class– approximately 20 per cent of the boys had been cir-
cumcised as infants in the mid- 1930s, all the most sexually precocious 
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and physically confi dent boys, the most dedicated masturbators, were 
those in this group.27 Secondly, this seems to confi rm the anthropo-
logical proposition (mentioned above) that circumcision is essentially 
‘making more properly male’, maybe even enhancing sexual function. If 
so, there is an instructive parallel to be drawn between the British adop-
tion of circumcision from the 1890s and the Victorian and Edwardian 
fashion for moustaches. The history of the British moustache shows 
it unequivocally to be an imperial response to Indian contempt for 
‘unmanly’ clean- shaven men. In India moustaches were cultivated as a 
symbol of virility. British soldiers got the message and started to copy 
the Indian fashion from about 1800. Its popularity was confi rmed from 
the 1850s, with increasing offi cial approval: in 1854 moustaches were 
made compulsory for European troops of the East India Company’s 
Bombay Army. Civilians now began to copy the military with equal 
enthusiasm. The moustache became the mark of a British gentleman, a 
privilege, a badge of manhood which the servant classes were discour-
aged from aping; it was the necessary attribute of offi cers during the 
First World War, from Kitchener downwards. So, if the moustache 
‘became the emblem of empire, roughly coterminous with the Raj, but 
largely derived from it’, might not the same be true of cicumcision?28 
This had long been a procedure used by Indian army doctors, and it was 
increasingly seen, perhaps, as appropriate in an empire of 70 million 
Muslim subjects. But it was its ‘manliness’ which was most signifi cant. 
Cultivating a moustache and removing the foreskin were thus both 
Indian- inspired and complementary redefi nitions of masculinity for 
British men.

In addition, there is a third consideration. Doctors, and particularly 
army doctors (who saw more young men than ordinary GPs), were 
concerned about foreskins as ‘a harbour for fi lth’. They were horrifi ed 
by phimosis, the consequent smegmatic accumulation, and its potential 
for assisting the development of venereal disease and cancer (both penile 
and cervical). It was this equation with uncleanliness, not unchastity, 
which really alarmed them.29 The healthiness of Jewish communities 
provided perhaps a supportive medical model at home.30 The masturba-
tion hypothesis certainly wove in and out of the 1890s debate (includ-
ing the supposition that Jews were less given to onanism), but it was 
certainly not unchallenged or accepted by all doctors at the time.31 It is 
the imperial hypothesis which supplies for most people today the more 
convincing explanation.32

The way in which military- imperial contexts were highly signifi cant is 
most easily demonstrated with the phenomenally successful circumci-
sion campaign in the USA, where the percentages kept leaping forward: 
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10% in 1900, 15% by 1910, 25% by 1920, 40% by 1930, 65% by 1940, 
77% by 1950, 83% by 1960, 90% by 1970. It was war that provided 
the engine: the conquest of the Philippines in 1898, the two world wars, 
and then Korea and Vietnam. Balanitis – infected penile swelling – was 
a serious risk in tropical climes, and there was almost fanatical pressure 
on American service personnel to submit to what was offi cially only 
a ‘voluntary–advisable’ recommendation for circumcision. A further 
incentive was provided by reports that the Japanese nailed bamboo 
splinters through the foreskins of prisoners of war. For every returning 
circumcised GI- soldier there was one more voice in favour of having 
their new- born sons circumcised.33

With pressures like these, an anti- masturbation hypothesis is redun-
dant. The evidence is sustained over the generations. In 1895 a compari-
son was made in Netherlands India (Java) between 15,000 indigenous 
circumcised Muslim soldiers and the 18,000 uncircumcised European 
soldiers with whom they lived side by side; this revealed 16% Javanese 
with VD but 41% Europeans (those with syphilis were 0.8% and 4.1% 
respectively).34 And today in Africa it is no surprise that Muslim cir-
cumcising communities in West Africa have lower rates of infection 
with HIV- Aids. It is accepted that foreskin- absorption is signifi cant in 
the spread of the disease, and therefore that circumcision offers some 
protection.35

But there is an intriguing additional possibility. Already in the 
American conquest of the Philippines a connection had been made 
between uncircumcised and uncivilised.36 This would seem directly con-
nected to the absence of circumcision among Afro- Americans. So did 
white Americans take to it as a means of differentiating themselves from 
the uncircumcised blacks? A new adaptation of ‘othering’? The new 
symbol of virility? ‘You may have large propagators, but we look readier 
for business’? Circumcision was never attractive to Afro- Americans. The 
Filipino, however, adopted a compromise version, a mild form of cir-
cumcision which provided all the presumed benefi ts, without the some-
times disfi guring effects of radical American circumcision.

It was of course the ineptitude of Westernised circumcision pro-
cedures which in the end turned the tide against it, with neither the 
Americans nor the British able to emulate the skill of the Jewish mohel. 
In the UK the reaction set in from the late 1940s with the conjuncture 
of the end of recruitment to the Indian Civil Service, the introduction of 
a cost- conscious National Health Service, and a medical re- evaluation. 
Too often, circumcision had been left in the hands of general practition-
ers, sometimes with wretched results.37 But there was a growing recogni-
tion that, done properly, it was a delicate, time- consuming operation, 
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requiring considerable fi nesse, which was mostly lacking.38 In the United 
States the reaction was delayed until the 1980s, developing then amid a 
welter of cries about ‘mutilation’, ‘castration’, ‘oppression’, and a denial 
of ‘male rights’ – in other words, a regressive backlash invoking language 
strikingly similar to that used in the 1780s in the British captivity panics 
in India.
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15 Concubinage and the Colonial Service: 
Silberrad and the Crewe Circular, 1909

[Reprinted from the Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 
vol.14 (1986). Some material has been added.
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empire’, Radical History Review, vol. 54 (1992), pp. 177–86). This 
seems to me a valid (feminist) criticism. For a (non- feminist) critique, 
see Ged Martin, Past futures: the impossibility of history (Toronto, 2004), 
pp. 181–4. Martin questions my claim to a neutrality of historical 
judgment about sexual behaviour. Is there not, he suggests, a ‘hidden 
judgmentalism’, which provides ‘a tacit endorsement of one side of 
the Silberrad case to the exclusion of any other?’ Martin thinks more 
sympathy is shown to the European offi cer than to African women 
as ‘victims’; that Silberrad is made to seem unlucky in being found 
out, and especially unfortunate when his behaviour was made public 
by a ‘moralising busybody’ called Routledge, who, as Martin puts it, 
‘engaged the ultimate weapon of English moral outrage, writing to The 
Times’. My portrayal of Silberrad’s denouncer, he adds, is ‘particularly 
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case too closely through the eyes of the Colonial Offi ce; politicians and 
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least before the reaction of 1909.
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it is reproduced in facsimile here for the fi rst time.]

In an earlier chapter, I tried to show how sexual attitudes and activi-
ties infl uenced the lives of the imperial elite, and I argued that sexual 
dynamics operated in such a way as crucially to underpin the British 
empire and Victorian expansion.1 Without the easy range of sexual 
opportunities which imperial systems provided, the long- term admin-
istration and exploitation of tropical territories, in nineteenth- century 
conditions, might well have been impossible. This, however, was far 
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from being an uncontested proposition in late Victorian Britain itself, 
when it was increasingly urged that, if the British empire was to survive, 
the imperial race must exercise sexual restraint, and government must 
intervene to enforce it. Through a fanatical Purity Campaign, sexual 
opportunity was from the mid- 1880s gradually reduced, fi rst at home, 
and then overseas. This present chapter deals with the most important 
specifi c decision in this process as it affected the ‘men on the spot’, the 
Colonial Service offi cers. Some historians of empire were aware that a 
sexual directive was issued by the British authorities in 1909, but the 
text of this signifi cant document was not reproduced until 1986, and 
its origins deserve clarifi cation. The change of offi cial attitude towards 
the sexual arrangements hitherto made by many unmarried district 
offi cers and others may be regarded as one of the few tangible ele-
ments differentiating the so- called ‘new imperialism’ from what had 
gone before. It also marked a striking divergence from French policy 
in West Africa.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, although concubinage 
with local women was no longer the fashion in India and the white 
Dominions, it was still widely practised in certain parts of the empire 
by members of the British Colonial Services, as well as by white traders, 
railway engineers, and unmarried settlers. It was common in Burma, 
Malaya, and Sarawak, in Kenya and Uganda, in Nyasaland, Northern 
and Southern Rhodesia, in the Gold Coast and other parts of West 
Africa. In the lonelier districts it was probably the norm for bachelors. 
There were occasional reports of ‘veritable harems of native women’ 
being maintained by high- ranking offi cials, from the Ghansi district of 
western Bechuanaland to Upper Perak in Malaya. Missionaries made 
protests about it from Mashonaland to Papua. The attitudes of author-
ity varied. The Brookes in Sarawak actively encouraged concubinage, 
and discouraged white wives. Sir Hugh Clifford was sympathetic to it 
in Malaya. By contrast, Sir Harry Johnston professed to be repelled by 
the way it was regularly practised in Uganda by many of the best and 
most hard- working offi cials. He was not the only administrator who 
condemned concubinage as demoralising and undesirable. Certainly, 
too, that was the view taken in Burma in the 1890s by the lieutenant-
 governor: ‘What cannot be done in England ought to be equally impos-
sible in Burma.’2 The Colonial Offi ce rule, however, was that a man’s 
private life did not concern the government so long as it did not cause 
a public scandal, and a blind eye was offi cially turned to concubinage. 
Provided there was no interference with married women, many offi cials 
believed it did no harm to relations with African societies. With that 
proviso, it was held that ‘the acquisition of a native wife, twenty wives, 
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no wife, a motor- cycle or an ice- machine would provoke in a native the 
same amount of respect, or contempt, or astonishment, or indifference’. 
Indeed, it was said of a governor who received the messengers of a 
paramount chief, while in his shirt- sleeves and pulling a motor- bicycle to 
pieces, that ‘he might have fi lled Government House ten times over with 
concubines and not excited in the native mind a tithe of the contempt for 
the British administration that was caused by this very innocent, though 
very thoughtless, action’.3

Moreover, concubinage was deliberately practised by French empire-
 builders as the easiest and pleasantest means of gallicising West Africa. 
‘A temporary union with a well- chosen native woman’ was recommended 
semi- offi cially by L.G. Binger (director of African affairs, Colonial 
Ministry) in 1902. It was defended as a necessary part of the French 
‘colonial moral code’, as being as desirable for the health and hygiene, 
discipline and prestige of the French offi cial as it was for his imperial 
authority and linguistic competence.

Although most common before 1914, French inter- racial unions con-
tinued well into the 1930s, and even beyond, and some offi cials resented 
it when European families began to come out from the 1920s. By this 
time there were perhaps 3,000–4,000 métis (mixed race) children, and 
an orphanage was provided for those abandoned by their fathers. An 
administrator in Niger, André Thiellement, later wrote openly about the 
prospects for concubinage which he had experienced, and L. Le Barbier 
in La Côte d’Ivoire (1916) argued that a union with an African woman 
was a manifestation of a superiority which could enhance the prestige 
and position of the Europeans. This is in stark contrast to the British 
approach.4

Indeed, the Colonial Offi ce in 1909 decided upon a completely oppo-
site policy, condemning concubinage as an ‘injurious and dangerous 
evil’. Lord Crewe as secretary of state for the colonies (1908–10) issued 
a confi dential circular to this effect, dated 11 January 1909, and known 
to history as ‘the Crewe Circular’.5 Now Lord Crewe was very much 
an Establishment character, level- headed, courteous, and unemphatic, 
with an improbably precise handwriting. He was a Gladstonian Liberal, 
good at administration, but an indifferent public speaker. He was pas-
sionate about horse- racing and proud of his selective breeding of short-
horn cattle. He was unembarrassed by the sexual scandals which led 
to the promulgation of what was referred to at the time as ‘the morals 
despatch’, the ‘immoral relations memo’, or ‘the concubine circular’. It 
warned new recruits to the Colonial Service of the ‘disgrace and offi cial 
ruin which will certainly follow’ should they enter into ‘arrangements of 
concubinage with girls or women belonging to the native populations’ 



 420 Sexuality

(Annex ‘A’). The warning to those already in post was less explicit 
(Annex ‘B’). The text is reproduced in the appendix (Plate 15.1).

Why then did the British imperial authorities turn so unexpectedly 
and so decisively against concubinage in 1909? Broadly speaking, the 
answer lies in the convergence of two reformist programmes operating 
at different levels of British society. The more general of these was the 
Purity Campaign launched in the mid- 1880s, establishing a compre-
hensive code for the enthronement of sexual restraint, and attacking 
promiscuity and prostitution. This campaign was certainly in part con-
cerned to maintain an ‘imperial race’, and the more specifi c programme 
of ‘colonial service reform’, directed at the empire elite, was a natural 
offshoot. Kenneth Ballhatchet has shown how it came to be believed that 
‘the social distance between the offi cial elite and the people had to be 
preserved’ in India. Terence Ranger has explained the desperate offi cial 
need, with the coming of formal rule, to turn European activity in Africa 
away from the ‘tatty, squalid, rough and ineffi cient’ towards a more 
respectable, ordered, and convincing rulership. A proper imperial ruling 
class, it was thought, had to be brought into being: benevolent, but more 
aloof and conformist than its ad hoc heterogeneous prototype, with its 
often colourful and even outrageous characters. Under the new recruit-
ing procedures adopted by the Colonial Offi ce after 1900, graduates 
were preferred, and more than a third of British governors were to be the 
sons of Anglican clergymen.6 Nevertheless, although sexual respectabil-
ity appealed to many in its hierarchy, the Colonial Offi ce had not planned 
a vigorous assault upon concubinage, if only because this would in many 
areas have led to the dismissal of a great many offi cers. Crewe was forced 
to act faster and more forcibly than intended, mainly as the result of the 
unwelcome publicity given to the activities of a particular individual in 
Kenya. The ‘Silberrad case’ was the catalyst.

Perhaps the standards of white offi cers, civil and military, were 
nowhere as dubious as they were in the newly formed British East Africa 
Protectorate (Kenya). Arriving at Nairobi in 1902 to join the King’s 
African Rifl es, Richard Meinertzhagen discovered that his brother offi c-
ers were mostly

regimental rejects and heavily in debt; one drinks like a fi sh, one prefers boys to 
women and is not ashamed. On arrival here I was amazed and shocked to fi nd 
that they all brought their native women into mess; the talk centres round sex and 
money and is always connected with some type of pornography . . . Nearly every 
man in Nairobi is a railway offi cial. Every one of them keeps a native girl, usually 
a Masai, and there is a regular trade in these girls with the local Masai villages. If 
a man tires of his girl he goes to the village (minyatta) and gets a new one, or in 
several cases as many as three girls. And my brother offi cers are no exception.
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Meinertzhagen also referred later to a civil administrative offi cer who 
committed suicide after forcing his King’s African Rifl es bugler- boy 
to commit ‘an act of indecency’; and to another (W. Mayes) who had 
installed half a dozen Nandi concubines in his house after deserting his 
wife in Mauritius. In northern Nyanza province there was a district com-
missioner who (it was alleged) ‘combined tax collection with rape’.7

Hubert Silberrad was an assistant district commissioner at Nyeri, near 
Fort Hall in central Kenya. Not much is known about his background. 
He was educated at Wren’s School, and studied engineering at technical 
college. After working with the Imperial British East Africa Company he 
took up his post at Nyeri in May 1903. He acquired from his colleague 
C.W.I. Haywood two local girls, when Haywood left to be promoted to 
district commissioner at Kisumu in April 1905. The girls were called 
Nyambura and Wameisa. Haywood had paid forty goats’ bridewealth for 
each of them. Both girls had apparently lived happily with Haywood, but 
Wameisa, who was still no more than twelve, was reluctant to be passed 
on to Silberrad, while Nyambura came to live with him in return for a 
monthly wage. A third girl, aged twelve or thirteen, whose name was 
Nyakayena, was passed to Silberrad by her husband, Mugalla, an askari 
(African policeman). Mugalla subsequently disputed her custody with 
Silberrad. In February 1908 they scuffl ed together at Silberrad’s kitchen 
door, and Silberrad locked up the askari in the guardroom for a night, on 
grounds of insubordination. At this point Silberrad was descended upon 
by two outraged neighbours, Mr and Mrs W.S. Routledge. They took 
Nyakayena and Nyambura away from Silberrad, and Routledge reported 
the matter to the governor, riding four days in the rains to Nairobi in 
order to do so. Routledge was a settler who had lived in Nyeri for six 
years, enjoying the sport and claiming to study African life and interests; 
he was an Oxford graduate, but at best a self- styled anthropologist. More 
obviously he was an interfering busybody, who appeared to be jealous 
of Silberrad’s authority. It was also unfortunate for Silberrad that the 
askari, Mugalla, was an uncircumcised Masai, and, as a result, peculiarly 
touchy about his sex- life.

The governor, Sir James Hayes Sadler, took the unusual step of order-
ing a private investigation by Judge Barth. This was held between 25 
and 29 March 1908, and the judge reported on 13 April. The allega-
tions seemed to be substantially true, but in Haywood’s case uncompli-
cated and not particularly shocking. The judge was inclined to believe 
Wameisa’s evidence that she went reluctantly to Silberrad but had 
consented to do so; Silberrad may have thought she came to him will-
ingly enough, but it was dangerous for an offi cer to assume there was no 
diffi culty just because there was no disobedience. He considered that 
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Silberrad was unjustifi ed in taking the askari’s girl in circumstances that 
amounted to poaching. There was, however, no evidence that Silberrad 
had purchased or corrupted any of the girls. The most serious aspect of 
the case was his action over the askari, for the dispute between them had 
very obviously brought administration into disrepute. The matter then 
went before the Executive Council, which (rejecting Wameisa’s plea of 
unwillingness) recommended by two to one that Silberrad should lose 
one year’s seniority and not be put in charge of a district for two years. 
Haywood was severely admonished by the governor, after which he 
returned to duty. (He apparently remained in post until 1914.) Hayes 
Sadler, who had served in the Indian army until 1899, knew about demi-
 offi cial circulars condemning open concubinage in Burma, and in May 
1908 caused a similar admonition to be circulated in Kenya. This stated 
that ‘morals apart’, such proceedings tended to lower the British name, 
were incompatible with an offi cer’s position and prestige, and were ‘in 
every way detrimental to the interests of good government’. Such lax 
behaviour must be ended, and any further cases would be ‘severely dealt 
with and may entail serious consequences’. He hoped this threat would 
check a practice ‘which there is now reason to believe is more general 
than was supposed’. His personal recommendation in the Silberrad case 
was that he should be degraded to the bottom of the list of assistant 
district commissioners. (Silberrad was actually head of the list of twenty-
 eight for promotion.)8

The case went to the Legal and General department of the Colonial 
Offi ce and not to the East African desk. The fi rst principal minute was 
written by T.C. Macnaghten on 26 June 1908. He believed that the gov-
ernor’s suggested punishment was too severe and would ruin Silberrad’s 
career. Even the Executive Council’s recommendation seemed harsh. 
It would be more appropriate to censure him and merely pass him 
over twice for promotion. Macnaghten understood that there were 
many offi cers in Kenya who had lived more loosely than Silberrad and 
Haywood, and it was hard that they should have been made scapegoats. 
The treatment of the askari was certainly awkward and discreditable. 
The governor, he felt, was right to warn administrative personnel of the 
possibility of dismissal in future cases. Macnaghten was well aware that 
important issues of future policy were now forced upon the Colonial 
Offi ce. The existing state of affairs ‘could not be tolerated indefi nitely’. 
In the old days it ‘was not unnatural that a loose morality should be 
common’, and perhaps only a small percentage of unmarried white 
offi cials had abstained entirely from concubinage. But now things were 
changing rapidly. Africans were ‘emerging from savagery, and a better 
class of white offi cial is being introduced’. It was time for a general ruling 
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to be laid down. But he hoped that specifi c cases ‘may be leniently dealt 
with – at any rate for a good many years to come’.

Macnaghten’s minute anticipated quite accurately the reaction of 
senior offi cials. To Sir Francis Hopwood (permanent under- secretary) 
and H.B. Cox (legal assistant under- secretary) it was a ‘nasty and deli-
cate’ business. The general question unhappily and acutely arising was 
‘whether the fact that an offi cer keeps a black mistress is in itself a scandal 
requiring the attention of the government’. Barefaced promiscuity, 
such as maintaining several women simultaneously in different places, 
could not be tolerated, and the governor’s steps to raise the standards 
of morals among white offi cers in Kenya must be supported. But they 
should proceed carefully, since no previous indications of offi cial disap-
proval had been given. To discourage concubinage in future, a general 
circular should be issued, but offi cers ought not to be threatened: rather, 
an appeal should be made to their sense of propriety and good conduct. 
These conclusions were arrived at rather reluctantly, and the offi cials’ 
distaste for Routledge’s actions was reinforced by his demand (made 
direct to the secretary of state) that Silberrad’s punishment should be a 
deterrent to others. If, Routledge said, he was not satisfi ed with the gov-
ernment’s decision, he would, ‘as representing the public’, see that the 
whole matter was revealed to Parliament and the press. The Offi ce was 
thoroughly indignant at this threat, especially since it was now known 
that Routledge had himself almost certainly followed local custom 
and had intercourse with African girls before his marriage. It was also 
obvious that Routledge had a grudge against Silberrad, who had taken 
offi cial action against him on liquor charges involving his Masai workers 
and porters. Routledge’s importunate demands were counterproductive. 
The fact that he was ‘disposed to be nasty’ in public was probably one 
of the considerations which led Crewe not to adopt the governor’s tough 
punishment proposals, but to accept instead the Executive Council’s 
more moderate recommendation that Silberrad should lose one year’s 
seniority (from April 1908), and not be put in charge of a district for two 
years. Meanwhile, Silberrad was to take fi ve months’ leave (three months 
on full pay and two months on three- quarters). In conveying these deci-
sions to Silberrad on 30 July 1908 the secretary of state emphasised his 
condemnation of the aggravating offence of Silberrad’s being involved 
in an altercation with a black subordinate over a girl, for this was a clear 
example of how concubinage could bring the government service into 
disrepute. Crewe told the governor that his conduct of the affair was 
generally approved, but he rejected Routledge’s claim to be treated as 
‘representing the public’. Unfortunately the governor (while not disa-
greeing in principle) had promised to keep Routledge informed of the 
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outcome of the Silberrad case. This gave Routledge the chance to stir up 
further trouble later.9

The Colonial Offi ce asked the India Offi ce for a copy of the Burmese 
circular to which Hayes Sadler had drawn attention, and did not 
begin any drafting of its own until this had been received at the end of 
November. (The Indian bureaucracy took fi ve months to disgorge the 
information.) In the meantime, Silberrad took his leave, and had the 
good sense or good fortune to get married in England. He then returned 
to Kenya as assistant district commissioner at Kiambu, only some fi fty 
miles from Nyeri, his previous posting. This was a mistake, and the move 
was to be strongly criticised.10

The egregious Routledge (to say nothing of Mrs Routledge) felt that 
Silberrad was getting off the hook altogether too lightly. And so he 
employed his ultimate weapon by writing to The Times, portentously 
signing himself W. Scoresby Routledge, MA (Christ Church, Oxon.), 
Erichsen Prizeman, University College Hospital (Lond.). His letter was 
published on 3 December 1908. In it, Routledge denounced the gov-
ernment for not acting severely enough to check the ‘abuses’ in Kenya 
or stop the ‘demoralisation’ of African women by British offi cials. He 
‘named’ Hubert Silberrad in full, and revealed the details of his case. 
He protested that Silberrad’s punishment was ‘utterly insuffi cient’. And 
since the Colonial Offi ce was proposing only to ‘discourage’ concu-
binage, the issue was ‘Whether the representatives of the Crown are to 
be allowed to withdraw ignorant girls, committed to their charge, from 
the well- defi ned lines of tribal life, and to lead them into courses of 
which the inevitable tendency is to end on the streets of Nairobi.’ Was 
not this calculated ‘adversely to affect the power and infl uence’ of British 
administration?

Offi cials reacted angrily. Routledge had (as they feared) hurled his 
publicity bombshell, and had done so knowing not only that these 
sexual transactions were ‘exceedingly common’ in Kenya, but also that 
Silberrad was trying to make a fresh start through marriage. The letter 
made use of accurate quotations from Judge Barth’s report, but how had 
Routledge been able to see it? The letter was ‘dangerously clever’, full of 
‘venomous personal malice’ and ‘monstrous cruelty’; it could not have 
been written purely in the public interest. The reference to ‘the streets 
of Nairobi’ Macnaghten regarded as ‘a wilful attempt on the part of a 
man who must know better to hoodwink the uninformed members of the 
British Public into supposing that Mr Silberrad’s offence is as bad as that 
of a man who commits a similar offence with a young girl in England, 
and that he has been the cause of a similar social and moral downfall’. 
He regarded Sir Harry Johnston’s opinion as extremely pertinent: that 
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almost every girl in East- Central Africa ceased to be a virgin well before 
puberty.

Two days after The Times letter, Crewe recorded his opinion, opening 
with a gloomy refl ection that perhaps they were about to witness the 
British public in what Lord Macaulay had called one of its ‘periodical 
fi ts of morality’:

We are all agreed that conduct of this kind is not merely morally reprehensible 
(which is not directly our affair), but disadvantageous to the public service . . . 
The whole subject is very properly one for admonition, and where necessary for 
censure, with a view to its becoming the standard of opinion in the Service that 
these connections are degrading. But we cannot hope to eradicate the trouble 
entirely.

Crewe could see no essential difference from any other ‘offence against 
morals of its class’. It therefore did not seem to him a case for a vindictive 
punishment or for ruining Silberrad’s career. He distrusted Routledge’s 
motives. It was ‘very “strong” indeed’ to give Silberrad’s name to the 
press, when he could have withheld it, and this procedure ‘would make 
me personally decline Mr Routledge’s acquaintance’.11

The interest of Members of Parliament was immediately aroused 
by Routledge’s thundering exposure. Colonel Seely (as parliamentary 
under- secretary) had to make a Commons Statement on 7 December, 
based on Crewe’s minute and drafted by Hopwood. This defended 
the punishment as suffi ciently severe, involving considerable pecuniary 
loss. Seely also announced that the government was going to warn all 
members of the Colonial Service that such actions were ‘damaging and 
unworthy’ and could lead to the ‘gravest consequences’ as a penalty. 
Although this statement got the House generally into a fair humour, 
some MPs remained agitated, and immediately afterwards a deputation 
confronted Seely in his room. This consisted of Sir Clement Hill (for-
merly superintendent of African Protectorates at the Foreign Offi ce), 
Mr H. Pike Pease, Sir G. Scott Robertson (a former Indian administra-
tor), and Josiah Wedgwood (then much interested in African affairs). 
Some members of the deputation maintained that there was evidence 
of a general laxity in the administration of the East Africa Protectorate. 
Sir Clement Hill denied this, and no immediate action was contem-
plated about it, but Seely agreed to show the deputation advance copies 
of the proposed circular. Seely felt he had survived the parliamentary 
ordeal pretty well, but prompt action was necessary: ‘feeling was very 
strong in all parts of the House, and the Prime Minister informed me 
that he was much concerned; the danger of the situation is that in this 
matter what one may call the high – offi cial – disciplinary – Tory mind 
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makes common cause with the humanitarian – pro- native – Liberal 
mind . . .’ Seely was thus now convinced (despite the misgivings of 
Hopwood, Cox, and Antrobus) that a warning on the lines of the 
Burmese circular should be automatically presented to all personnel 
in the colonies most affected, and that this was essential in fairness to 
offi cers. He agreed with Macnaghten that it would otherwise be unjust 
to deal severely with future cases. He also thought that such action 
would not be represented as vindictive self- righteousness or ‘unctuous 
rectitude’, because such confi dential instructions had from time to time 
been given in the older dependencies in the past, and been extraordi-
narily effective; as a result, concubinage by offi cials was now almost 
at an end in India, South Africa, and New Zealand. His advisers were 
in full agreement that offi cers in Africa obviously needed instruction: 
like Haywood, they seemed to regard government resentment of their 
conduct as an unwarranted interference merely on moral grounds. As 
Macnaghten observed, Haywood ‘does not seem to have the slightest 
idea that such practices are more detestable from the point of view of 
the Service than they are from the point of view of morals: that interfer-
ence with native women has even led to risings in the past and might do 
so again’, though admittedly the Silberrad case had not evoked African 
protest.12

For more than a week, the energies of the Colonial Offi ce were much 
absorbed by this issue. Seely and Crewe each wrote several minutes 
which were as long as any written by either of them about anything. 
Crewe made his decision on 12 December. The diffi culty as he saw it 
was in ‘launching by surprise against the whole Colonial Service, young 
and old, married or unmarried, a thunderbolt forged for reasons of which 
they will have heard nothing, to the effect that if they engage in relations 
with native women they run the risk of being dismissed’. He proposed to 
get out of this diffi culty by issuing two different circulars, with a covering 
letter instructing governors on their use. A drastic circular would warn 
new recruits of severe treatment, but a more general circular would be 
issued to all offi cers already in the service. This would impress on them 
the danger and scandal to the public service, but it would not contain 
threats of dismissal. The principle of the drastic circular might, however, 
if necessary be applied at any time to any offi cer. Macnaghten now set 
to work to draft the circulars. In front of him was the text of Lieutenant-
 Governor Sir Frederick Fryer’s demi- offi cial Burmese Minute (1903), 
which consolidated the substance of earlier confi dential circulars issued 
in Burma. None of its phrasing was in fact copied.13

Ministers continued to face criticism throughout December. On 11 
December Mrs Routledge had an interview with Colonel Seely. She 
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complained that the severity of Silberrad’s punishment had not been 
increased, and repeated the objection to Haywood’s being let off with 
a reprimand. Seely replied that it would be especially inequitable to 
increase Silberrad’s penalty after all the adverse publicity, and without 
new facts being adduced. And he reminded Mrs Routledge that Haywood 
had been exonerated of all serious charges, and had in fact been doubly 
reprimanded, by the governor and by the secretary of state. Next day, 
the Offi ce was agitated over an article in the Spectator entitled ‘A canker 
in imperial administration’, which also took the line that Silberrad’s 
punishment was inadequate and Seely’s Commons Statement unsatis-
factory. The empire would be ruined if offi cials exercised their powers 
to gratify their animal passions (the argument ran); the accepted stand-
ard in East Africa was lower than in the empire as a whole, and had 
reached a point of peril. The administrative personnel was unsatisfac-
tory, and the blame really lay with the government for paying such low 
salaries. The article concluded with a suggestion that someone like Sir 
George Goldie should head a commission of inquiry. Offi cials thought 
that the article made some reasonable points, even if it was unfair in 
the particular case of Silberrad. After all (they refl ected), he had only 
acted in accordance with the common local custom of offi cials and he 
had not used force; the object of the punishment decided upon was to 
be severe without marring his future effi ciency or breaking his spirit. It 
was true (they agreed) that the administration was sub- standard: it had 
been created in a hurry, and some unsatisfactory people were taken over 
from the Imperial British East Africa Company, Silberrad among them. 
Many of them had now been got rid of, but, as Antrobus observed, it 
was impracticable to make a clean sweep of every unsatisfactory offi -
cial. The Treasury was indeed paying less than the Colonial Offi ce had 
repeatedly urged; and small salaries (about £250 a year for an assistant 
district commissioner) were a genuine hardship, discouraging marriage. 
An inquiry into concubinage was clearly impracticable, however. It 
was bound to be unsavoury, and what evidence would be admissible? 
Would it extract confessions, or demand denunciations from colleagues? 
Hopwood said they should stick to the policy of issuing a circular, and 
not be unduly rattled by newspaper criticism. Crewe summed up their 
reaction to the Spectator article:

There are several unsatisfactory features in the administration of British East 
Africa . . . But I do not propose that the Congregation of the Holy Offi ce should 
institute a special enquiry into the British East Africa morals. We must try to 
elevate the general standard by sending good men there in all ranks. This is par-
ticularly necessary from the presence of a population of settlers, whose standard 
in all cases cannot be high.14
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The Times carried several letters commenting on the Silberrad case, 
together with an editorial on 26 December. This emphasised that Seely’s 
Statement had by no means entirely disposed of public anxiety, ‘which 
will demand some defi nite assurance that such offences will in future be 
rigorously put down’. There was some exchange as to whether or not 
an African girl was ‘ready for marriage’ at twelve. Some correspondents 
asserted that ‘the honour of Britain’ was at stake, but a former admin-
istrative offi cer, writing anonymously, thought Silberrad’s punishment 
was too severe. T.F. Victor Buxton (heir to the baronetcy) contrib-
uted the most forceful of the letters (9 January 1909), strongly urging 
much greater governmental stringency in dealing with such problems. 
Public servants, he wrote, could not divest themselves of the prestige 
attaching to their offi ce; ‘if therefore we are to rise to our responsibili-
ties as an Imperial race – if we are not to bring grievous discredit upon 
the Christianity we profess – it is essential that those who represent us 
abroad should be clean- living men, whose conduct may command the 
respect of the peoples they govern’. This went right to the heart of the 
issues of the Silberrad case as perceived by the British ‘Establishment’. 
The Colonial Offi ce sent Buxton a copy of the draft circular, which he 
thought admirable. In the interests of dampening down simmering agita-
tion, Seely also sent copies to other Times correspondents.

Macnaghten had submitted his drafts on 16 December. They expressly 
dealt with concubinage and not with occasional ‘illicit acts’. Antrobus 
saw no good reason for distinguishing between new and serving offi c-
ers, and issuing two different warnings, but Crewe insisted that this was 
necessary. It was decided to issue the circular overseas, and not at home, 
in case it fell into the hands of the parents of recruits and horrifi ed them. 
Much attention was paid to eliminating any impression that the govern-
ment regarded the morality of its servants as generally questionable. On 
the whole Macnaghten’s drafts were approved, the principal amend-
ments being to the annexes, where Hopwood made a number of changes. 
At a late stage of drafting, Crewe decided to remove the requirement on 
governors to report cases (following the Burma precedent), merely asking 
them instead to ‘make it the subject of offi cial action’. Considerable 
thought was given to the question of exactly which colonies and protec-
torates should receive the Circular. It would obviously be a bad blunder 
to send it to the West Indies, Mauritius, and the Seychelles, where black 
and white regularly lived together and inter- married, and it was not in 
fact sent to them. Antrobus held that it was irrelevant to Ceylon and 
Hong Kong, but he was overruled. (On receiving it, however, the gov-
ernor of Ceylon protested his certainty that no civil servant there now 
lived in concubinage with local women, and the Colonial Offi ce had 
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to agree that he need not issue the Circular in Ceylon.) The Circular 
was never intended for places not thought to be affected, or for those 
areas not under the direct responsibility of the Crown. It was thus not 
sent to Malta, Gibraltar, Sarawak, the Federated Malay States, South 
Africa (including the High Commission Territories), North- Western 
and North- Eastern Rhodesia (which were under the British South Africa 
Company).15

Crewe fi nalised the wording on 3 January, and the Circular was pub-
lished on 11 January 1909. It had no heading, but a fi le for possible 
replies was opened with the title ‘Immoral relations with native women’. 
Each recipient colony was sent enough copies of Annex ‘B’ to distribute 
to all its serving white offi cers, and several years’ supply of the sterner 
Annex ‘A’, which was to be handed to newcomers, and to such old-
 timers as seemed seriously in need of special exhortation. When supplies 
ran out, the Colonial Offi ce would arrange for reprinting. With the single 
exception of Sir Henry McCallum’s protest from Ceylon, no replies or 
comments appear to have been received.16

The Silberrad case was again raised in the House of Commons on 
27 July 1909, during the Colonial Offi ce part of the Supply debate. 
The main speakers were H.J. Wilson (who had attacked the Indian 
Contagious Diseases Acts in 1888 and planned to outlaw all fornication), 
and Josiah Wedgwood, who called for ‘less leniency’ and ‘more reproba-
tion’ from the Colonial Offi ce over concubinage. Alfred Lyttelton (as 
a former colonial secretary) uttered caustic remarks about deplorable, 
reprehensible, miserable weakness on the part of the government: it was 
monstrous, he said, to pride ourselves about keeping natives from drink 
if we did not stop this sort of thing, and Joe Chamberlain would never 
have allowed it. Seely’s defence was the familiar one that they could not 
dismiss Silberrad, because he had been given no previous warning of 
this possibility; but he had been effectively punished, and it was anyway 
only an ‘isolated’ offence. The Circular was a positive and ‘very stern’ 
warning; the phrase ‘grave consequences’ in his Statement would be read 
as meaning ‘end of career’.17

Many critics felt Silberrad had been re- employed too near to the scene 
of his offence, and he was transferred to Nyasaland in July 1909 as a ‘2nd 
grade Resident’. There he remained until 1923, his career irretrievably 
stuck.

When a similar problem in North- Eastern Rhodesia looked like 
attracting attention in May 1910, Crewe authorised discussions with 
the British South Africa Company to persuade them to take the same 
serious view of concubinage as had now been adopted by the Colonial 
Offi ce. This led to the dismissal of R.A. Osborne. Seely was convinced 
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that concubinage arose out of loneliness, and the solution was to spend 
more money on salaries and travelling allowances, so as to make it easier 
for married men to join the service. Crewe agreed there was much to be 
said for increasing the number of married offi cers, but the ‘real diffi culty 
is that isolated posts at which temptation may be strongest to the offi c-
ers are just those at which life is most diffi cult for a white woman’. The 
Rhodesian discussion again threw up doubts as to whether or not the 
hard line on concubinage was actually required by any African demand 
for it. There was general agreement in the CO that it probably was not. 
The decisive factor was metropolitan puritanical insistence, backed by 
bureaucratic preoccupation with preserving racial prestige and social 
distance. As Crewe’s successor Lewis Harcourt put it: ‘we must rec-
ognise the exigencies and prejudices of Parliamentary Government’.18 
It is worth emphasising that the pressure was political. Missionary 
comment was decidedly muted. A short and ambivalent editorial note in 
the Church Missionary Review conceded that Routledge had served ‘the 
honour of the ruling race in Africa’ by his unsavoury revelations, but 
concentrated on urging people to remember the better side to the ‘white 
intrusion’, such as the work of the medical missions.19

How effective was the ‘immoral relations’ Circular? It can hardly be 
said to have been welcomed. Some ‘respectable’ married men were 
furious at being presented with it. Lugard seems to have run into trouble 
when he tried to reinforce the message in Nigeria in 1914. Thereafter 
few governors ever wanted to impose it actively. Guggisberg of the Gold 
Coast, for example, wrote in 1927: ‘In my view, while I expect Heads 
of Department to set an example to, and to advise their juniors, it is not 
advisable to pry too closely into the lives of offi cers so long as they do their 
work effi ciently and do not cause a scandal.’20 Crewe’s unequivocal direc-
tive could not possibly be ignored, and in African colonies by the mid-
 1920s the consequences of doing so were generally understood. Even so, 
there is some evidence that in Kenya, Nigeria, and the Sudan discreet 
liaisons still took place. As late as 1927 in Wajir, with the King’s African 
Rifl es, Brian Montgomery was offered a Somali bibi, or ‘sleeping diction-
ary’. In Kenya, Cashmore recalls that ‘a majority of single white offi cers 
probably did, on a casual basis, sleep with African women’; on several 
occasions he found himself co- judge with one of them, ‘an ex- chief’s 
daughter’, in local needlework competitions.21 In the Sudan, which 
boasted of an exceptionally high moral code from the establishment of 
the Political Service in 1899, it is possible that down to 1924 (but not 
after that?), one medical offi cer at least was still advising newcomers that 
there was no objection to ‘temporary marriage’ with Sudanese women, 
provided it was in an out- district.22 In Nigeria, an offi cer who served there 
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between 1939 and 1959 assumed in his unpublished memoir that a ‘fair 
proportion’ of his colleagues ‘sought solace’ regularly or occasionally with 
black women; and even in the late 1940s an assistant district offi cer had 
to be sent back to Britain for fl aunting an affair with an African woman 
too publicly.23 Bechuanaland had a reputation as something of a haven 
for inter- racial liaisons, although British offi cials there were strongly 
opposed to any legislation which was ‘too South African’.24

Some dismissals for ‘immorality’ occurred even in Papua in the fi ve 
years before 1914.25 Malayan offi cers showed a marked decline in resort 
to concubinage in the decade after 1909: according to J.G. Butcher by 
1928 it was certainly practised by less than 10 per cent of them, and may 
have been down to 2 per cent. Several offi cers married their Malayan 
mistresses. In the opinion of the secretary for Chinese affairs (1922) the 
Circular had deterred offi cers in Malaya not only from concubinage, but 
also from resort to ‘known’ brothels. European residential segregation 
and the increasing presence of white wives in the colonies were important 
factors in changing sexual patterns, and it is therefore diffi cult to make 
precise statements about the continuing signifi cance of Crewe’s Circular 
in bringing about the demise of concubinage. To deny its impact would 
be wrong, but it was not issued in a vacuum and its application was not 
universal. The issue of the Circular did not reactivate the earlier (rather 
half- hearted) discouragement of concubinage in Burma. No dismissals 
were being made there. The weight of public, and therefore of offi cial, 
concern was clearly concentrated on Africa. It never applied to Sarawak, 
where concubinage continued to fl ourish until the end of Brooke rule in 
1946, and possibly even beyond.26

It was from Sarawak that Denis Garson wrote in 1948, eulogis-
ing its ‘delightful relationship of races’: ‘It is impressive the way the 
Administrative staff mix with the people, though I suspect that its origins 
would not earn the commendation of moralists or of the author of the 
famous confi dential despatch on morals.’ The point was, he felt, that 
‘the good here must not be lost – the ease of race relations’. He greatly 
feared that the new generation of ‘memsahibs’ would only impose their 
small- minded standards in Sarawak as they had done to the detriment 
of India and Malaya and elsewhere.27 Some members of the Colonial 
Offi ce hierarchy were thus certainly aware that the stiff and aloof social 
relations of the twentieth- century empire, partly promoted by the Crewe 
Circular, were not something to be proud of.

To some older members of the Colonial Service, the formal end of 
concubinage was a matter of regret, but not very deeply so. Margery 
Perham, for her part, doubted whether most British men in the 1930s 
actually wanted that kind of ‘un- English’ intimacy with Africans.28 
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The temptations were greater in the Pacifi c islands, where many of the 
women conformed more closely to European standards of beauty. But 
even there, the culture gap meant that sustained relationships were 
almost impossible for educated Europeans. Sir Ronald Garvey in the 
Solomon Islands at the end of the 1920s was, for a whole year, attracted 
to a chief’s daughter called Tanualoa, aged eighteen: ‘Sadly I must 
record that the affair got little beyond a few coy glances . . . neither of 
us had either the spur or the ready opportunity to pursue that chemical 
attraction.’29 George Bristow, who was a district administrator in the 
New Hebrides and the Solomons between 1950 and 1973, recalls:

I left the Pacifi c convinced that I had never come across a European in my 24 
years there who could be said truly to have ‘gone native’. It is, I am convinced, 
a social and mental impossibility. It is more conceivable for a native to become 
Europeanised, civilised, educated – whatever the word is . . . But it is impossible 
to take the step down. Not merely because it is diffi cult for the white man to sur-
render his standards – quite a few poor whites made a pretty fair fi st of that – but 
mainly because the native will not accept you. Your native- reared children, yes. 
But not you.30

Bristow had been told as much by a Gilbertese girl, Teresa, with whom 
he had ‘an association’. She maintained that her people would never 
accept him, even if they liked and respected him, because they believed 
he would never be able ‘to become Gilbertese, both materially and 
psychologically’.31
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      Appendix

Plate 15.1 The Crewe Circular on concubinage, January 1909
(Source: CO 854/168).
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Plate 15.2
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Plate 15.3
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16 Greek love in British India: Captain 
Searight’s manuscript

[Not previously published. Although a brief account of Searight’s 
sexual adventures and writings was offered in Empire and sexuality: the 
British experience (1990, 1991, 1998), this chapter attempts a far more 
detailed analysis, contextualisation, and assessment. Drafted in 2005.]

Little has been written about same- sex behaviour by British men in 
India. Everybody knew it went on, but it is rare for tangible evidence 
to have survived. Many scholars have lamented this frustrating absence 
from the archives. One of the leading historians of colonial sexualities, 
A.L. Stoler, writes apologetically about her account, focused mainly on 
the Dutch empire: ‘My silence on this issue and the prominent place I 
give to heterosexuality refl ects my long- term and failed efforts to identify 
any sources that do more than assume or obliquely allude to this “evil”.’1 
Another authority, Professor Tapan Raychaudhuri, in his study of ‘Love 
in a colonial climate’ confi rms that sources are conspicuously silent on 
British ‘homosexuality’ in Bengal.2 Nevertheless, it is widely recognised 
that the British army in India was given to same- sex activities, in the 
context of what has been described as the ‘prevailing homosocial struc-
ture of desire in British India’.3 There are snippets of evidence from the 
1830s and 1840s, such as Sir Richard Burton’s notorious investigation 
of the boy- brothels of Karachi in 1845,4 but the rest is silence, broken 
only by the terrible tragedy of Major- General Sir Hector Macdonald in 
Ceylon, committing suicide in 1903 after allegations of sex with a con-
siderable number of Sinhalese boys.5 It has always been understood that 
a major justifi cation for ‘regimental brothels’ in India was the fear that 
without access to female prostitutes, there would be, as one viceroy put 
it, ‘ever more deplorable evils . . . an increase in unnatural crimes’.6 But 
when same- sex scandals did occur they were mostly treated offi cially by 
hushing them up. Newspapers seldom got hold of the stories. Courts 
martial were held in camera. Court cases were often struck from the 
record, refl ecting an offi cial reluctance to admit that this white ‘imper-
fection’ existed. Prosecuting offences mattered less than denying their 
existence.7
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Memoirs are equally destitute. Some writers give hints as to what 
others may have done, seldom themselves: ‘a few homosexuals fol-
lowed their secret star with comparative comfort in that large and easy-
 going country’.8 What might be missing is perhaps suggested by one 
of Havelock Ellis’s case- studies from the late nineteenth century, an 
Indian army offi cer referred to as ‘G.R.’, who supplied brief details of 
sexual relationships with other offi cers, one of whom himself admitted 
to several similar experiences in the army.9 Even when they are written, 
few sexual memoirs or confessional diaries escape destruction as a result 
of the later qualms of the author himself or of his family and execu-
tors. Hence the survival of a lengthy erotic manuscript, of indisputable 
authenticity, written by a serving Indian army offi cer, Captain Kenneth 
Searight, is of great signifi cance.10 It is a highly original anthology, part 
autobiographical, part semi- autobiographical, part literary fantasy. The 
evidence has to be carefully sifted, but embedded in it is a chronicle of 
imperial experience, all the more important because of its unique revela-
tion of a prolonged and intensive set of sexual relationships with Indian 
boys. It is not a draft, but a fi nal version, as carefully penned as any 
gospel in a monastic scriptorium.11

I

Its author was born Arthur Kenneth Searight, in Kensington, London, 
on 15 November 1883, and he belonged to an army family. At 
Charterhouse, his boarding school, aged fourteen, he fell in love with 
a class- mate and enjoyed regular mutual masturbation with him. He 
left school in 1900 to go to the Royal Military College at Sandhurst. 
He joined the Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment as a second 
lieutenant on 2 March 1904. In October 1907 he became a lieutenant. 
After a brief tour of duty in Russia, he began a tentative exploration of 
London’s sexual underground, but by the time he was posted to India 
in 1909, aged twenty- six, he still had had sexual experiences with only 
three or four other partners. His initiation into the quite different scale 
of sexual opportunity provided by service of the empire began typically 
enough in Port Said. In India he was initially stationed at Lebong, near 
Darjeeling; from 1911 he was transferred to Peshawar, near the North-
 West Frontier. From there he explored a wide area of the Punjab and 
Rajastan, aided from 1914 by his post as a railway transport offi cer, 
visiting Karachi, Lahore, Cherat, Simla, Bombay, and, once again, Port 
Said. By the time the First World War broke out he was a captain, and in 
common with the rest of his regiment had a quiet time in India – spend-
ing most of 1917 in Bangalore – until posted to Mesopotamia (Iraq) 
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in 1918 as a ‘general staff offi cer’ in the North Persian Force. He was 
described then in The Army List as on ‘special appointments (class FF)’, 
with the grade of ‘interpreter, fi rst class’, and speaking Arabic, Baluchi, 
Persian, and Pushtu. By the beginning of 1920 he was in the War Offi ce 
on ‘special employment’, then joined the Egyptian Expeditionary Force 
until August 1921. After leaving the army in 1925, having completed 
twenty- one years’ service, he is believed to have retired to Rome, but he 
ended his days in Folkestone. He died on 28 February 1957, aged 73, 
from broncho- pneumonia and alcoholic hepatic cirrhosis. His death was 
registered by a spinster- sister from London.

Searight called himself a ‘pederast’, which he understood in its original 
Greek sense as an adult male who had sexual relations with adolescent 
boys. Sometimes known as ‘Greek love’, the appropriate technical term 
for this is hebephilia (hebe = puberty, ephebos = youth). It is to be sharply 
distinguished from paedophilia, which prefers prepubertal partners; and 
whereas a paedophile may be attracted to little girls as well as boys, sexual 
relations with a young girl would be unthinkable to a ‘Greek’ boy- lover 
like Searight. Most of his partners were Indian boys aged between thirteen 
and fi fteen. In the climate of today’s revulsion – but without in any way 
attempting to condone his activities – it is necessary to repeat: Searight 
was not a paedophile in its modern sense of a dangerous child- molester 
preying upon the very young.12 It should also be remarked that his pref-
erence for adolescent boys is by no means as unusual historically as it 
may seem today, from our newly acquired perspective of symmetric civil 
partnerships between two male adults. Despite the tendentious attempts 
of this now ascendant ‘gay’ culture to claim a historical legitimacy and 
pedigree, it is abundantly clear that the vast majority of men in suppos-
edly ‘homosexual’ cultures in the past – whether in ancient Greece and 
Rome, medieval Christian or later Buddhist monasteries, Renaissance 
Italy (especially Florence), the Ottoman courts, pre- communist China 
or pre- Meiji Japan, Nelson’s navy, or even late Victorian and Edwardian 
England13 – were involved in asymmetric relationships, usually with boys 
and not other mature men.14 Western art attests to the boy- centredness 
of its homoerotic past, and is indeed full of images of beautiful boys and 
androgynous youths, from angels to card- sharps.15

Searight’s intellectual horizons and psychological inspiration were 
typical for an Edwardian ‘homosexual’, public school and classically 
educated.16 His inner world was entirely formed within the Hellenist 
paradigm of inter- generational man–boy relationships (erastes and 
eromenos). He was familiar with the relevant writings of Plato, Petronius, 
and Ovid. He can quote Greek love- poetry, and makes frequent allusion 
to the iconic mythological fi gures of Greek love, especially Ganymede, 
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its quintessential emblem. Equally important, however, is to recognise 
that Searight’s exceptional confi dence in his sexual orientation was 
profoundly enhanced by exposure to contemporary cultures which, 
decoupling sex from guilt, did not share British sexual mores arising 
out of a narrowly parochial interpretation of Judaeo- Christian teach-
ing, particularly its assumption that anal intercourse was unnatural. 
Italy was important to him in this regard, since every boy there seemed 
to be open to seduction. It was well known to the British in India that 
Muslim sexuality was ambivalent, even hypocritical – Qur’anic prohibi-
tions co- existing with harems of young boys kept by nawabs. It was also 
understood that indigenous homoerotic camaraderie was widespread 
in Punjab, Sind, and Rajputana – precisely those areas where, as luck 
would have it, Searight spent so much of his army service. All British 
soldiers knew that even the fi ercest Pathan warrior liked same- sex activ-
ity.17 And every Pathan boy, as Searight wrote in his autobiographical 
poem, was eager ‘to let on hire/His charms to indiscriminate desire,/To 
wholesale Buggery and perverse letches [sic]’. To get a boy in Peshawar, 
he wrote, ‘was easier than to pick the fl owers by the wayside’.

‘Same- sex love in India’, it has recently been asserted, ‘is as old as 
the hills and sacred rivers.’18 The continuities of Indian homoeroti-
cism are now being closely studied. It seems clear that ancient literary 
texts, whether pre-  or post- Muslim, Hindu or Buddhist, are certainly 
not innocent of it, while Persian and Urdu poetry is full of lyrical praise 
of ‘fl ower- faced’ pubescent boys. An example would be Dargah Quli 
Khan’s Portrait of a city, with its rhapsodic evocations of Delhi’s boy-
 dancers, singers, and wrestlers in the 1780s.19 But what about modern 
literature? Under the pseudonym ‘Ugra’, Pandey Bechan Sharma 
published Chaklet, ‘Chocolate’, in 1927 in Calcutta, a collection of 
eight stories about the love of adolescent boys. Beautiful young boys 
are known as ‘chocolate’, but also, indicatively, as ‘pocket- book’ and 
‘money- order’. Chaklet claims to draw on real- life experiences, and 
acknowledges that laundebaazi (‘boy chasing’), the sexual love of boys 
(including sodomy), was, like chocolate, ubiquitous, ‘a widespread 
practice’, especially in UP (the United Provinces). Ugra quoted Urdu 
literature, but also highlighted the opportunities for men and boys to 
meet in ‘modern’ sites such as schools, colleges, clubs, hostels, cinemas, 
parks, fairs, swimming- places, and jails. The book was hugely popular, 
and reprinted as late as 1953 (third edition), but by then it was also the 
subject of a homophobic backlash. This was part of a nationalist critique, 
worried about the image of India as ‘effeminate’. The reference to jails 
seems to be confi rmed by the United Provinces Jails Inquiry Report 
of 1929, which found male- to- male sex ‘frequent’ and easy to conceal 
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from guards.20 As to what went on in schools, at the CMS school in 
Srinigar, Kashmir, the headmaster introduced boxing as an ‘alternative 
to sodomy’, and had staff beaten for ‘immorality’.21 Many Indian intel-
lectuals thought schools and colleges promoted ‘homosexuality’. Mayo 
College at Ajmir for the sons of Indian notables, and schools attached 
to the theosophy movement, had a reputation in this regard. A Rajput 
nobleman, Amar Singh, an offi cer in the Indian army, and in charge of 
the Imperial Cadet Corps College, sedulously tried to keep his estab-
lishment pure, but the prevalence of ‘homosexuality’ (which he loosely 
called ‘sodomy’) is a recurring subliminal theme in the diary he kept 
from 1898 to 1915. He records in detail a major case which led to the 
expulsion of a pupil.22 His observations can be corroborated from an 
unlikely source: Gandhi wrote an article in Young India (26 July 1929) 
referring to a recent Bihar Government Education Department inquiry, 
which found ‘unnatural vice’ not only among boys but between teachers 
and boys. Gandhi believed the practice was widely increasing.23

One of the puzzling things about Searight’s account is that he gives no 
hint of any collaborators in his sexual enterprise, and there is no sugges-
tion of any kind of network of the like- minded. We need not doubt that 
there were other expatriates with a similar interest in Indian boys at the 
same time, even if we cannot identify many of them. Possibly the best 
known to history would be the ‘Revd’ (later ‘Bishop’) Charles Leadbeater 
(1854–1934), renegade clergyman and theosophist friend and colleague 
of Annie Besant. He travelled in India and Ceylon from 1884 onwards. 
In 1888 he picked up Jinarajasdasa, a Sinhalese boy who became his con-
stant companion. In 1906 Leadbeater was charged with teaching boys 
to masturbate, under the guise of occult training. He took baths with 
them and slept naked with them. He made no secret of his theory that 
assisting boys with their sexual development was a spiritual necessity. He 
was forced to resign from the Theosophical Society. But on becoming 
president of the society in 1909, Besant immediately reinstated him, and 
together they identifi ed an exceptionally attractive Brahman boy, Jiddu 
Krishnamurti, as a reincarnation of the World Teacher. They set about 
training him in the Hindu College, which Besant had set up in Benares 
in 1897. There were scandalous reports and charges implying something 
more serious than Leadbeater’s habitual addiction to mutual masturba-
tion with young boys. Krishnamurti’s father took a custody case to court 
in 1913, where the truth of the sexual allegations was not established. 
Leadbeater fl ed to Australia.24

Lewis Thompson (1909–49) was an aspiring poet who, with 
Rimbaudian ideas and independent means, left for India in 1932 and 
never returned to the UK, travelling through Ceylon and India, making 
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friends with the locals and adopting Indian dress. By 1943 he was 
installed as librarian and writer- in- residence at the Rajghat School in 
Benares, which had a theosophical orientation. The published extracts 
from his journal document an intensely committed, almost overwhelm-
ing adoration of young Indian boys, celebrating his inexhaustible delight 
in their ‘mystic radiance’, their eyes ‘soft, mysterious, subtle as perhaps 
only Hindu eyes can be’. For Thompson, these relationships – whether 
sexual or not does not emerge from what has been published – were a 
‘subtle fi eld of the most delicate spiritual knowledge and perfection’. His 
posthumously published refl ections (or ‘wisdom sayings’) only touch on 
the ‘famous charm of children’; he has a few cryptic pages on sexuality, 
which he argues must not be suppressed, but allowed to fl ourish as the 
‘spontaneous, undifferentiated expression of affection and delight’.25

Men like Leadbeater and Thompson testify to the attraction which 
Indian boys might hold for European men.26 Searight, however, would 
seem to be unique in his comprehensive vision of inter- generational 
relationships, and in the quantity of material which he wrote down about 
them.

II

Captain Searight’s manuscript is labelled and entitled Paidikion – that 
is, the book of boyhood, a hymn to boyishness, and subtitled ‘an anthol-
ogy of the book of Hyakinthos and Narkissus’. He fi lled 566 pages of a 
lined notebook, bound in very dark green, a small fat format, similar to 
a hymn- book, 4¾ inches by 6¼ inches. There are three items in it of 
particular interest to the imperial historian: an autobiographical poem 
in rhyming couplets, ‘The furnace’, 2,706 lines in length (137 pages); 
a hundred- page novella, ‘Simla: the tale of a secret society’; and cru-
cially, a six- page coded listing of Searight’s sexual encounters, 129 in 
number, and headed ‘Paidiology’. The autobiography covers the years 
from 1897 to 1915, while the ‘Paidiology’ extends the evidence through 
to 1917, when he was thirty- four. The remainder of the manuscript is 
taken up with seven stories, ranging in length from nine to seventy- one 
pages. Eight photographs of nude boys are interspersed, the majority of 
them from the famous Italian studios of von Gloeden, Galdi, and von 
Pluschow. In addition there are six in- fi ll fragments, each occupying a 
page. These include fourteen lines of untranslated verse, ‘Pathan love 
songs to his boy’; a list of the words for ‘boy’ in twenty- four languages; 
and an extraordinary table of the ‘measurements of the young male 
body’. This last is a complicated but ingeniously constructed tabulation 
of eighteen basic measurements, from age nine to nineteen inclusive, 
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made at two- year intervals – such things as the distance between neck-
 nipple- navel- penis- knee- foot, the length of arms, and the size of hands 
and ankles (front and side readings in some cases), together with the 
length and circumference of the penis, both fl accid and erect. It may 
seem highly eccentric to measure systematically, even the distance 
between nipples or the width of the hand, until one recalls that Indian 
police relied on meticulous measurements of this sort before the intro-
duction of fi nger- printing.27 There is no indication of whether these are 
measurements made on one boy only, or whether the fi gures are averages 
(more likely), and if so, what was the size of the sample.

The ‘Paidiology’ list at the back of the volume consists almost entirely 
of the 125 boys from the Indian period, 1909 to 1917, and it is certainly 
incomplete, with allocated spaces at the end not fi lled in. The tables 
record for each boy his forename, age, and ‘race’, together with the place 
of meeting, and the year- date, and ‘references’, that is, the sexual acts 
performed (see Plate 16.4). The fi nal column (presumably) records the 
total number of orgasms experienced with each partner. The coded ‘ref-
erences’ are represented by thirty- three different symbols, a neat system 
of pictograms, where a dotted circle represents the anus, an upright stroke 
the phallus, and so on, with active and passive signs (dashes either above 
or below the pictogram). Included in the list are eleven British young 
men, most probably all soldiers; those partners over the the age of nine-
teen were exclusively British, with names like Cyril, Fred, Jack, Douglas, 
and Herbert. The average number of orgasms Searight calculated page by 
page at 12.3 per partner, higher in his earlier years, lower in the later. The 
highest number of orgasms with individuals were achieved with Pathans 
aged thirteen and fourteen, during the years 1912 to 1915: 73 in one case, 
82 and 93 in others; the record was 96, inspired by Serbiland, a fourteen 
year old, who was originally engaged to help him with lessons in ‘higher 
Pushtu’. (Serbiland seems to have been a pederastic variant of the ‘sleep-
ing dictionary’.) Besides these, there were six other boys in the age- group 
twelve to fi fteen with whom he had more than thirty orgasms. In other 
words, he had many young Indian friends on a regular basis. About half 
the total number of 125, with whom he had three orgasms or fewer, may 
be regarded as casual contacts. Invariably the boys – Mahmud, Abdul, 
Umar, Mazuffar, and the rest – came to his cantonment tent or bunga-
low, or, when he was travelling, to his hotel room. Searight’s ‘Paidiology’ 
tabulation would have excited the admiration of Kinsey, and it is prob-
ably the fi rst attempt of its kind at a coded sexual recording.

The autobiographical poem, ‘The furnace’, ‘an autobiography in 
which is set forth the secret diversions of a paiderast’, is in three ‘acts’: 
‘Smoke’ (lines 1–606), covering his schooldays and attendance at a 
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‘crammer’s’ (similar to a small tutorial college), with only the ‘mere 
suggestion of hidden fi res’; ‘The spark’ (lines 607–1504), dealing with 
his post- adolescent frustrations, and early years in the army, until India 
provided ignition; and fi nally ‘The fl ame’ (lines 1505–2706), when the 
furnace of his desire was well and truly raging, from 1912 to 1915. His 
schoolboy friendship with Stanley Winch (his real name) is touchingly 
recollected. Fevered auto- masturbation dominates the next section, 
followed by his fi rst attempt at active anal intercourse, with a nineteen-
 year- old Piccadilly rent- boy. Port Said, however, provided the fi rst 
real ‘breath of freedom’; he then, ‘thus encouraged, at once began/To 
explore the amorous realms of Hindustan’. To begin with, his contacts 
in Bengal were with Gurkha boys in their mid- teens, Kaul, Lachman, 
Bahadur, and Lobzang the Tibetan, ‘slim brown enchanters’, the fi rst 
to ‘help me satisfy this burning thirst’, though not proceeding beyond 
what he called ‘intercrurial’ intercourse. A defi ning moment occurred 
in Calcutta in 1911 when he was approached in Chowringhee Road – a 
highly respectable location – by fourteen- year- old seductive Narayan, 
who, once they had found a room, penetrated him, and thus ‘taught me 
how the passive love is won’. He was then posted to Peshawar, near the 
North- West Frontier, where things developed exponentially. Passionate 
Pathans are contrasted with the ‘mild Hindus’ of Bengal: ‘I groaned; the 
boy’s untamed ferocity/So different to the young Bengali’s love/Filled 
me with anguish.’ The established pattern now and henceforward was 
for sessions of both active and passive anal sex:

Scarce passed a night but I in rapturous joy
Indulged in mutual sodomy, the boy
Fierce eyed, entrancing, . . .
And when his luscious bottom- hole would brim
Full of my impoured essences, we’d change
The role of fi ring- point . . .
Then half- an- hour . . . and back again I’d come
To plunge my weapon in his drenching bum.

It was in Cherat that he met Serbiland, with a face of almost English 
whiteness, ‘so beautiful in profi le’, with ‘splendid eyes’, sparkling bril-
liantly, shy and timid at fi rst – but Searight cultivates him, because ‘if 
I had let him go, some wild Pathan’ would have taken advantage of 
him. He was thrilled by the ‘exquisite beauty’ of his phallus, ‘smoother 
than satin’, ‘curved like an Oriental scimetre’ (sic). An initial attempt to 
enter Serbiland anally ‘miserably failed’, the boy commenting ‘Warkote’, 
meaning he was too small behind. However, he proved immediately 
adept in the active role, and then it was a point of honour to give as much 
pleasure as he had taken. Searight was full of admiration:
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In fact I was enamoured of this boy
More than I cared to own. I would employ
The subtlest means to entice him & to win
His real affection; while if I did sin
In tempting him to spend his precious seed
I did not spare myself nor grudge the mead
Of my intenser passion, nor did he
See any sin in my immodesty.

‘The Paidiology’ confi rms active and passive anal intercourse with 
Serbiland, and fellation, in a total of ninety- six orgasms. In returning 
eventually to barracks at Peshawar, ‘I left my darling tearfully.’

After this episode, it is perhaps rather surprising that the central climax 
of the poem deals not with Indian boys but with the period of his six- month 
long leave in 1912. Travelling via Port Said, Sicily, and Naples, he arrived 
back in England, where he picked up a horseguard in Hyde Park and 
had other adventures in London pubs.28 Taormina in ‘ardent Sicily’ had 
enchanted him, and he found it a ‘natural home’. On his return journey, in 
congenial Naples once again, where ‘paiderastic love in fl ame unchecked/
Is what these Neapolitans expect’, he met an exceptionally attractive grey-
 blue- eyed boy, Cecillo (‘Francesco’ in the ‘Paidiology’), aged fi fteen.29 
The account of their friendship is one of the most lyrical and erotic sections 
of the entire manuscript. Cecillo proved to be ‘a wanton little scamp’, who 
delighted in mock- gladiatorial fi ghts and ‘luscious tonguing’:

Those misty eyes of his, more opalescent
Than sapphire blue: each pencilled crescent
Of wide set brow; each eyelash curled aloft,
His wondrous colouring, a skin so soft
That down on the smooth surface of a peach
Were rougher in comparison; a chin
Square and just dimpled; while again on each
Delicious cheek the velvet of his skin
Was broken by a dimple as he smiled.
. . .
Ah sweet Cecillo, you could e’er entice
My soul itself to very paradise . . .
Indeed no spurious sense of shame divided
His whole subjection, nor our love one- sided:
For if I revelled in his nether most
The oral orifi ce would play the host
With equal fervour till at either end
Cecillo would encourage me to spend
With naïve impartiality.

Although not mentioned in the autobiography, it was immediately after 
this, on the P&O liner from Port Said to Bombay, that Searight met 
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E.M. Forster. The main part of the poem was already complete, and 
Forster read it. (I shall say more about Searight’s infl uence on Forster 
below.) In the fi nal section of the autobiography, pride of place is again 
given to a European lad, this time a German prostitute aged sixteen, 
called Mischell, whom he met on another trip to Port Said. Searight 
highlighted this as ‘an episode of paramount importance’ for its satisfy-
ing intimacy. The autobiography ends in 1915, with ‘fi fty adolescents’ 
gratefully recalled, and fi nal obeisance made to his compulsive devotion 
to ‘strange and solitary rites/Before the mirror’.

Considering that the author was no more than an amateur poet, 
and that this was his fi rst and as far as we know his only attempt, it is 
surprisingly well done. The constant imperative to sustain the rhyme 
imparts a playful lightness of touch. Paradoxically, this account of his 
secret sexual life ends just as Searight entered – as we deduce from 
the ‘Paidiology’ – a more promiscuous phase. This was marked by a 
faster turnover of partners, fewer steady friendships, and increasing 
sexual commitment, or depravity, according to one’s view, as he began 
routinely to incorporate analingus into the programme, and became 
increasingly keen on urolagnia. In 1917 the listing of partners suddenly 
stops, and a projected second volume was abandoned. Like Pepys and 
Rimbaud, Searight stopped writing while still quite young. Perhaps, like 
them, he was conscious that he couldn’t go on producing to the level of 
colourfulness achieved in his youthful intimate outpourings. Or perhaps 
discretion took over, or he decided to concentrate on his military career 
in intelligence, or to develop his linguistic interests, which became his 
new obsession.

In India, at fi rst, Searight was excited by contrasting skin colour, the 
sight of ‘my rod of ivory between the mons/Of buttocks fashioned out of 
bronze’, but there came a time when he began to long for English white-
ness. An important feature to notice is that Indian boys occupy lines 
1185 to 1652 of the autobiographical poem, together with lines 2456 
to 2467, and 2653–4: that is, only 480 out of 2,706 lines, 18 per cent – 
30 per cent of the record of his Indian experience. The autobiography 
is thus highly selective, biased in favour of describing the European 
encounters, and very far from refl ecting the actual predominance of 
Indian partners. There may of course be an artistic reason for this, but it 
could also be considered as ‘racist’, or proof of exploitativeness, taking 
advantage of Indian boys although they were not really what he wanted. 
However, there is in fact no doubting the affection he felt for many 
of these boys. What they can seldom have provided was a meeting of 
minds, something that was important for a man of his intelligence. One 
thinks of E.M. Forster’s despairing cry after a sexual relationship with an 
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Indian he came to consider ‘such a goose’: ‘what relation beyond carnal-
ity could one establish with such a people?’30

‘Simla’ is the longest and best of the fi ction. Essentially it is a love-
 story about a friendship between a twenty- two- year- old British army 
offi cer, ‘Ken’, and an Anglo- Armenian schoolboy, ‘Eric’.31 Ken fi rst 
met Eric when the latter was ten. He saw him again a year later, but the 
main action takes place in and near Simla two more years on, and over a 
period of six days. It is an extremely plausible account of how a thirteen-
 year- old boy might be courted, with the fi rst meetings all at successive 
after- school tea- times. Following visits to a fi lm- show and a fancy- dress 
party, by the fi fth day there is developing a mutual sexual awareness, and 
the fi rst tentative grope takes place. Eric agrees to come back the next 
day, bringing two slightly older chums from Christ Church School with 
him. The prospect puts Ken into an overnight fever of impatience: ‘It’s 
ages since I’ve seen a real white boy properly.’

Almost one- third of the novella is devoted to these lovingly described 
pre- sexual preliminaries. There is every reason to suppose that they 
describe an actual relationship. We know from the ‘Paidiology’ that 
Searight was in Simla and nearby Kasauli and Mashobra in 1915 and 
had sex with four Indian boys there, Natu, Hita Ram, Said Amir, and 
Ghulam Rasul. But Eric is a character vividly brought to life, so that he is 
probably based on a real boy, much as the fourteen- year- old Polish boy 
Wladyslaw Moes provided the inspiration for Thomas Mann’s Tadzio in 
Death in Venice (1911). The main narrative of ‘Simla’, however, consists 
of a series of fi ve orgies of ever- deepening intensity and abandon, a semi-
 autobiographical fantasy, possibly transposed from sessions with the 
Indian boys. A coda returns the novella to the original spirit of a tender 
love- affair, when Eric sleeps naked with Ken, a quietly elegiac end to a 
wildly eventful day, during which the narrator and three English school-
boys had broken all manner of taboos. The climactic scene involved 
coprophilia. (This may seem far- fetched, but it might be worth remem-
bering that for Indians there is nothing inherently private or repulsive 
about defecation, and therefore it would not have been diffi cult for 
Searight to fantasise about sexualising it.)

We should probably therefore conclude that ‘Simla’ is in part a 
displacement fantasy, and understanding this is central to understand-
ing Searight. It confi rms what we have already suspected from ‘The 
furnace’, that he had sex with Indian boys ‘because they were there’, but 
would have preferred to be disporting with European partners. Indeed, 
he confesses that a young artillery bandsman even as old as twenty was 
‘better than all Eastern catamites’.

This makes it all the more puzzling that the adult Searight appears not 



 Greek love in British India  451

to have had sex with young British teenagers, since he manifestly wanted 
to do so. It was of course illegal, but that was hardly a deterrent for a man 
of his determination. A man ‘taking an interest’ in a boy even in England 
itself would not have necessarily attracted unfavourable attention at 
this date – or indeed for several decades more – and particularly not 
in community settings such as boarding schools, scout troops, mission 
settlements32 – and army camps. Searight’s self- denying ordinance is all 
the more surprising in the light of another unpublished autobiographical 
confession, which in one sense is even more shocking than his, since it 
indicates that English schoolboys in India might be seduced not only by 
soldiers (or ex- soldiers) but by Indians themselves.

This revealing memoir by Guy Wheeler provides insight into the boy-
 sexual atmosphere of Bombay – through which Searight passed several 
times and where he had sex with Indian boys.33 Wheeler writes from the 
perspective of a young British boy growing up there in an army family in 
the early 1930s, and attending the Cathedral High School as a chorister. 
Aware of the sexual antics of naked chokra boys on the beach, and of 
Indian lingam- worship, and having often seen Indians ‘tossing them-
selves off under the mango trees’, when the scoutmaster warned Guy’s 
troop of the perils of ‘beastliness’, with its risk of causing the fall of the 
empire, ‘we thought it was rubbish’. Guy had two sexual encounters with 
English adults. One was at a swimming- place with a British ‘Tommy’. 
The other, which developed into a regular relationship, was with an 
ex- army physical training instructor, now a shop assistant, nicknamed 
‘Trader Horn’ (after the popular book and fi lm of that name). ‘Tommy’ 
told the young boy that soldiers ‘fucked each other wherever he had 
been, from Aldershot to the North- West Frontier’, and he himself pre-
ferred doing it ‘with another bloke’. Both men got Guy to masturbate 
them. This detailed account does not allow us to say that ‘Tommy’ and 
‘Trader Horn’ picked up Indian boys, but if they were prepared to take 
the surely larger risk with English youngsters, it hardly seems probable 
they would have passed up the chances with Indian juveniles. Their 
silence about this may simply mean only that they were not prepared to 
admit it to a son of the Raj. What Guy Wheeler’s memoir does provide, 
however, is evidence in reverse, so to speak, and astonishingly, evidence 
of Indians seducing European boys. Two instances are given. On the 
fi rst occasion it was a session with a native cook in a friend’s house, and 
on the second it was with an Indian hospital orderly, supervising Guy’s 
bath after a tonsilectomy. Like the European seducers, both Indian men 
asked the boy to masturbate them. There are many telling details in the 
account. Two must suffi ce here. After climaxing, the orderly exclaimed, 
‘Ganesh has got lucky today!’ And Guy was surprised that Indian sperm 
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was white not brown. By the time he was sent off to St Paul’s School in 
London at the age of thirteen, his outlook was thoroughly sexualised. As 
he comments, for a boy growing up in Bombay, ‘pricks were as plentiful 
as lollipops – if you knew where to look’.

III

What sort of man does Searight’s manuscript reveal him to be? 
Obviously he was clever and imaginative, enjoyed recording and classi-
fying, and he possessed unusual literary and linguistic skills. Apart from 
his relatively ordinary experience of mutual masturbation at school, he 
was a late starter as a devotee of anal intercourse. There is nowhere 
any suggestion that he was inhibited by religious interdictions. Ken 
Searight was not a religious person. He was, however, highly sexed, 
deeply narcissistic, a compulsive masturbator. He never had any emo-
tional involvement with women, whom he thoroughly despised. Instead, 
he indulged in an almost pagan worship of the naked bodies of boys 
‘in the full fl ush of puberty’, which he found incomparably lovely and 
entrancing, something ‘splendid, vivid, clean as the lillies of the fi eld’. 
He was captivated by the paradoxical contrast of smooth skin, slender 
boyish frame, and ‘rose- bud anus’, with the precocious manly penis and 
luxuriant pubic hair. (He readily admitted to being a pubic hair fetish-
ist.) Unsurprisingly for one who enjoyed so many Muslim partners, he 
was an admirer of circumcision, although it had not yet become popular 
in time for his generation of the British middle classes. As to his more-
 or- less political views, Searight laments the contemporary evaluation 
of homosexuals, who were scorned with ‘contemptuous hatred’, and 
the way in which boy- love has been ‘boycotted, maligned, abused, and 
cursed’. He makes one caustic reference to ‘English legislation’, and a 
favourable one to the Napoleonic Code, which ‘thank God, admits that 
love has other mode’. Throughout the manuscript there are very few 
references to modern literature, whether technical or creative: just two 
nods towards Oscar Wilde and one to Tite Street (where Wilde had 
been the most famous resident), and another to ‘a problem in modern 
ethics’ (which was the title of a book by A.J. Symonds). Otherwise 
there is almost nothing of contemporary resonance. The First World 
War is nowhere mentioned, and there is only a single passing whiff of 
anti- German prejudice. Searight certainly liked to drink, and enjoyed ‘a 
night’s carouse’. He was defi nitely a public school snob. He did not care 
for the ‘inherent coarseness’ of London street- boys, with their ‘regret-
table Cockney twang’, unworthy of their breathtakingly smooth skins. 
In his stories the narrators are invariably toffs. His favourite adjective 
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is ‘ripping’, just as in innumerable Victorian and Edwardian school 
stories.

The way the manuscript is written up in itself tells us a lot about its 
author. It is done with meticulous, almost obsessive care. The handwrit-
ing is not untypical of scholarly hands of the period, small, compact, and 
written with a very fi ne steel nib like a mapping- pen; it is not italic, but 
slightly sloping backwards, at its best hardly more than a print- script, but 
fl uid and with some ligatures. As the pages, and presumably the years, 
progress, the writing becomes smaller, more cursive, and less attractive. 
There are neat decorative embellishments, mostly stylised drawings of 
genital parts. Numerals are fi nely rendered, the pagination being in red 
ink. The spelling is somewhat erratic, but the text is almost free of cor-
rections and entirely without erasures.

It is not part of my purpose here to determine Searight’s place in the 
history of erotic literature, so I shall confi ne myself to a couple of obser-
vations. A central issue in evaluating works which attract the derogatory 
label ‘pornography’ is to assess how far the author departs from ‘reality’. 
It is a constant refrain of opponents of the genre that its practitioners are 
ignorant of physiology and descend into ludicrous exaggeration. On the 
other hand, commentators have to be careful not to dismiss as fanciful 
that which is simply beyond their own personal comprehension or expe-
rience.34 Searight was no sexual boaster, recording his own phallus as of 
modestly typical size (fi ve inches at the age of fourteen increasing to six 
inches as an adult), and those of his characters and partners as within 
the normal range. He is in fact extremely knowledgeable, describing 
such things as male multiple orgasm, juvenile anal dilatation, and anal 
or prostatic orgasm independent of penile stimulation, all of which are 
now known to be ‘real’ and not just fi gments of a heated pornographic 
imagination. We can also claim for him a high degree of originality. 
There was very little European attempt after the Graeco- Roman era to 
develop a same- sex literature until the end of the nineteenth century, 
and almost none of that dwelt solely upon inter- generational liaisons. It 
is in any case most unlikely that Searight would have had access to such 
clandestine publications as existed. Moreover, several of the practices 
he describes had never been given literary form before, at least not from 
the perspective he adopts, nor had the psychological motivations and 
emotional implications been addressed in the same way. The prevailing 
tone of late Victorian and Edwardian erotica was that of a jolly romp. For 
Searight, by contrast, sexuality and erotic writing were both a good deal 
more than a bit of fun.

Be that as it may, Searight is a more signifi cant fi gure than a 
mere  pornographer, however serious, or even an exemplar of sexual 
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opportunism within the empire, however revealing. He has two other 
claims to fame. One is as the inventor of an artifi cial language, and the 
other is as a some- time friend of E.M. Forster, upon whom he may have 
exercised a creative infl uence.

In retirement, Searight concentrated on constructing a new universal 
language, which he called Sona.35 He published his scheme in 1935 
through the good offi ces of C.K. Ogden, the Cambridge polymath 
genius, inventor of Basic English, and the editor of a series called Psyche 
Miniatures. Ogden wrote an introduction to Searight’s book in the series. 
Although he thought Sona a worthwhile scheme, he not unnaturally 
thought ‘Basic’ was the better option. Searight for his part agreed with 
Ogden that a good international neutral language would be useful, espe-
cially if a nation could adopt it as a second language. Rather like Ogden 
too, he regarded national and dead languages as unsuitable models. 
Instead, and it is the most interesting feature of Sona, he believed that 
too many constructed languages were European- based, ignoring what 
Chinese, Japanese, and Arabic had to teach. Indeed, the result on the 
page looks very much like transliterated Japanese. Sona has 360 radicals 
and 15 particles. Thus he was able to claim that ‘by the nature of Sona’s 
method of simple agglutination its power of forming words is almost 
unlimited’. The word ‘Sona’ itself was formed from SO (help, auxiliary) 
+ NA (negative, neutral); while – to pick the obvious example – ‘boy’ 
was KORA (from KO small + RA male). In a fi nal section of his book, 
Searight translated the 850 words of Basic into Sona.

As far as I am able to judge, Searight’s project was both logical and 
learned. And it is far from forgotten. There is now a website devoted to 
the promotion of Sona. Devotees aim to organise a Sona community 
together, to help people learn and practise it, to promote its use and 
advancement by interactive discussion, and to write new works in Sona 
– ‘fi ction, essays, reference material and poetry’ – breathing life into the 
grammar and vocabulary. The website does not disguise the fact that its 
hero was a ‘pederast’.36

The other aspect of Searight which extends his signifi cance was his 
contact with and possible infl uence upon E.M. Forster. They met on 
Searight’s return voyage between Port Said and India after his long leave 
in 1912. At the time Forster was living in London, but he was accompa-
nied by his friend Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, a notable history don 
at King’s College, Cambridge, who specialised in the history of political 
thought. Dickinson recorded the encounter: ‘We discovered one inter-
esting fi gure – a young offi cer called Searight, of a romantic Byronic tem-
perament: Homosexual and perpetually in love with some boy or other, 
with a passion for literature.’ Dickinson added that Searight was ‘writing 
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an autobiography of which he showed us parts, in a style which also 
seemed to belong to Byron – not good, I suppose, but curiously moving’. 
Forster and Dickinson later joined Searight for a few days at Peshawar.37 
There, they met at least one of Searight’s boys, possibly Mahmud, the 
fourteen- year- old inspirer of ninety- three orgasms; at any rate, fi ve 
years later Forster reported to Dickinson his own growing friendship in 
Alexandria with Mohammed el- Adl, a teenage tram- conductor, as being 
‘like Searight’s affair . . . this will convey to you age, race, rank, though 
not precisely relationship’.38 Their conversations with Searight would 
undoubtedly have discussed the diffi culty for Englishmen to get into 
real contact with Indians. As Dickinson put it in his diary – immediately 
after the references to Searight – ‘the barrier, on both sides, of incompre-
hension is almost impassable. I feel this incomprehension very strongly 
myself . . . It is really distressing to feel the gulf – everyone salaaming 
to the white man, cringing and begging, not allowed to do a thing for 
oneself; and never knowing what is or is not proper for a sahib.’39

The fact that Forster fi ve years later could assume Dickinson would 
remember Searight suggests a considerable impact on them both. 
Forster’s biographer acknowledges that ‘India made a profound impres-
sion on him’ in 1912–13, but argues that it was only the visit to Egypt 
in 1917–19 which made him sexually ‘more active’. Whether or not 
our uninhibited Indian army offi cer might have pushed him earlier 
in this direction, Forster was certainly shaken up by their encounter, 
and began writing more defi nitely about homosexual themes. Maurice 
was begun shortly afterwards, and perhaps was directly prompted by 
Searight’s autobiography. Though Maurice does not concern inter-
 generational sex, and was not released for publication until 1971, it is 
a major statement about homosexuality in the early twentieth century. 
In the ‘terminal note’ to Maurice (dated September 1960), Forster says 
the novel was ‘the direct result of a visit to Edward Carpenter’. This 
may seem to defl ate Searight’s infl uence, but there would have been 
little point in adding the name of unknown Searight to that of such an 
iconic fi gure, author of The intermediate sex (1908), even if Searight had 
some part in the novel’s genesis.40 There has indeed been continuing 
speculation that the eponymous hero may have been modelled on him.41 
(Youthful Maurice certainly could not have been based upon patriar-
chal Carpenter.) Although elements of Maurice’s character are prob-
ably drawn from Searight, Maurice is in no sense ‘his’ story. However, 
Maurice represents ‘suburbia’, and Forster repeatedly stresses that he is 
‘a suburban gentleman’ (as distinct from the other main characters who 
are ‘county’, ‘academic’, and ‘servant/tradesman’). Maurice is from a 
comfortable home, his father is dead, and he is attractive, ‘powerful and 
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handsome’; he is ‘destitute of religious sense’, and ‘rather a snob’. At 
school he was average- mediocre, and now, to begin with, inexperienced, 
chastely romantic, given to ‘public schoolishness’, and to quoting Plato – 
and then he rebels. This is indeed consistent with how we might describe 
the younger Searight. Forster also suggests Maurice is not very bright 
mentally, is ‘constitutionally lazy’ and of ‘a slow nature’ – which sounds 
rather less like Searight, indeed not like him at all.

There is, however, a more plausible case to be made for Searight as the 
model for one of Forster’s other characters. Richard Aldrich was the fi rst 
to realise that ‘The other boat’ was a story ‘vaguely inspired’ by Captain 
Searight.42 The important point here – not in fact noticed by Aldrich – is 
that Forster almost certainly wrote this story in 1913 immediately after 
returning from India, and moreover, revised it in 1957–8, that is, just 
after Searight’s death. The action takes place on a P&O liner between 
Suez and Bombay, and concerns an Indian army offi cer, Captain Lionel 
March, who had been successful in getting his captaincy early: ‘He was 
what any rising young offi cer ought to be – clean- cut, athletic, good 
looking without being conspicuous.’ He conducted himself with ‘dash 
and decision’, his ‘demeanour assured, his temper equable’. But: ‘He 
was the conventional type, who once the conventions are broken, breaks 
them into little pieces.’ The story tells how he had to share a cabin with a 
seductive Indian half- caste, Cocoanut, ‘a personable adolescent’, whom 
he had once met in childhood. Eventually they sleep together and ‘did 
what they both wanted to do’; Lionel asks if it hurt.

The characterisation sounds like Searight, even if the specifi c episode 
does not seem to fi t; and if indeed Lionel is based on him, one particular 
feature of the delineation is especially signifi cant – the ambivalence of 
Lionel’s racial attitude. He refers to Cocoanut with other Europeans as 
‘a dagoe’, ‘a wog’, but also speaks to him directly about his ‘fuzzywuzzy 
family’. Furthermore, ‘In England he would never have touched him, no 
not with tongs.’

It is perfectly possible that Searight may have told Forster a great deal 
about his background. Is Forster recalling such details when he tells the 
reader that Lionel was the eldest son, with four brothers and sisters, of 
an army major (now dead) who had shamed the family by ‘going native’ 
in Burma? Or when he suggests that until this sexual adventure he had 
been expecting to get married? But whether or not these details are true 
for Searight, it is still highly possible that he has been immortalised 
in one of Forster’s fi nest pieces of writing, wherein the author sharply 
and convincingly describes an East–West sexual encounter. It is one of 
Forster’s most erotic and strongest statements of support for personal 
sexual emancipation, and his most powerful indictment of the imperial 
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nexus;43 this is Forster ‘at the height of his powers’, writing with ‘a tragic 
grandeur unsurpassed even in A passage to India’.44 Of course, Forster 
gives the tale a grim fi nale. Lionel commits suicide after murdering 
the boy, and there is a terrifi c scandal. The paradox of love between 
an English offi cer and an Indian boy is unresolvable in any literary way 
except in tragedy.45

IV

In real life it could not have been more different. Searight manipulated 
the imperial situation, spectacularly securing his own personal gratifi ca-
tion, and as far as one can tell doing no harm to anyone. It is, however, 
tantalisingly diffi cult to say what his attitude actually was towards the 
empire, or indeed India’s place in it. The idea that ‘homosexuals’ might 
have been an unassimilable counter- force to the imperial project, might 
have had a subversive empathy with ‘otherness’, is not easy to prove in 
general. And there is no evidence here that Searight forged a counter-
 allegiance or became a critic of the Raj in the way that Forster did, or 
that he was either deliberately or unwittingly ‘subverting imperialism’, 
or the cult of hyper- masculinity said to have been necessary to maintain 
it.46 Although Searight does seem to have acquired a respect for Asian 
cultures, which is refl ected in his artifi cial language, he appears simply 
to have been a good army offi cer who just happened to like sex with 
boys.

When fi rst posted to India, he went most reluctantly, and even 
returned again regretfully after six months’ leave, despite knowing the 
pleasures that awaited him. India itself he described as ‘the amorous 
realms of Hindustan’, ‘this lascivious Eastern region’. To some extent 
he subscribed to the stereotypes:47 the ‘soft, effeminate Bengali’, ‘that 
much- despised race’, and, typically, he preferred the martial races, the 
fi erce but homoerotically inclined Pathan, this ‘fascinating Breed . . . 
of young savages’, who performed their sexual roles in highly energetic 
fashion. He gives little away about how he actually met these boys. One 
was the son of his chowkidar (caretaker/night watchman); most of them 
probably offered themselves on the street – after all, for an Indian young-
ster, considerable fascination might attach to a friendly European.48 He 
is equally reticent about inducements he may have offered. It is likely 
that he sometimes provided ‘a night’s carouse’ (mentioned once, for 
Hindu boys), but he records no cash payments.49

Searight’s manuscript gives the merest glimpse of Calcutta’s ‘teeming 
long bazaars’, and of the North- West Frontier camping- grounds, ‘where 
my tent/Stood silent in the moonlight & where paced/The sentry on his 
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rounds’. The hill- station of Simla is more affectionately etched. From 
his hotel there:

The windows of my room looked out over the mist obscured Himalayas. Nothing 
intervened, between them and myself but the grey mist and the ocean of heavy 
rain clouds through an occasional rift in which one caught a rare vision of black, 
towering hills covered with sombre pine woods . . . I would stand gazing through 
the clouds of driving rain – rain that for six months scarcely stops, the fresh scent 
of it in my nostrils – revelling in the sense of solitude, in the wild beauty of the 
misty hills.

Simla, however, was for him a place of ‘vast proprieties’, all unaware that 
‘in her highly proper brass- hatted domains stalked the dreaded spectre 
of Sodomy’, unaware of the debaucheries among the English schoolboys 
of her ‘most moral, Bishop- shepherded School’, Christ Church. In the 
novella ‘Simla’ we almost enter into the social life of the Raj. There are 
amateur theatricals (‘Where the rainbow ends’ and ‘The Pied Piper’), 
and there are newfangled amenities like a ‘cinematograph’ and a scout 
troop. There are regimental guest- nights, sports days, and fancy- dress 
balls.

Of his duties as a soldier there is almost complete silence; just one 
mention of learning an indigenous language – which in fact opened up 
a sexual opportunity; another of guard- duty at Peshawar Fort – which 
appears not to have interfered with his programme of evening sexual 
entertainment. Physical descriptions of individual boys apart – such as 
the one with ‘mystic eyes, big as a young gazelle’s’ – little can be dis-
cerned of what he thought of Indians en masse. Although he admired 
buttocks of handsome bronze, he preferred the ‘pale and amber coloured 
Indian complexion’ to darker skins. Politically, a single reference to ‘that 
endless contest/Twixt English pride and native insolence’ seems fairly 
objective; many Indians he believed were ‘Anglophobes’. The nearest he 
comes in the entire manuscript to a subversive comment is perhaps in 
the story ‘Kid’ about a London rent- boy, but even there it is so casually 
slipped in that it would be easy to miss. The men who ran the boy- brothel 
are called ‘Thesiger’ and ‘Isaacs’: which we can interpret as a snide dig at 
J.N. Thesiger, who as Lord Chelmsford was viceroy of India, 1916–21 
(well known for the Montagu–Chelmsford reforms), and at R.D. Isaacs, 
who as Lord Reading, followed Chelmsford as viceroy, 1921–6.50

To sum up: Captain Searight’s manuscript provides a unique insight 
into the mind- set of a boy- lover unashamedly practising the inter-
 generational sexuality of Greek love in an imperial setting. Some of it is 
explicit and authentic documentary record. If the stories which make up 
the rest of it do not relive actual experiences, they nevertheless embody 
fragmentarily some real episodes and are true representations of the 
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mental world of a hypersexual personality, a statement of pederastic 
fantasies and imaginings of a particularly comprehensive kind, probably 
never equalled.

That the overall context is the Indian Raj in the heyday of British 
rule adds enormously to the interest and signifi cance of the manuscript, 
providing a fascinating glimpse into a forbidden sexual world otherwise 
hidden from us, all the more genuine for Searight’s obvious and fun-
damental preference for white partners. Nevertheless, as a fastidiously 
class- conscious, career- minded, and studiously intelligent army offi cer, 
he did not pursue the possibility of sex with young English boys. Indian 
boys thus seem to have been essentially substitutes and surrogates. 
Laundebaazi mainly provided him with physical excitement rather than 
emotional consummation – and this in spite of the fact that he was 
undoubtedly fond of some Indian youngsters. The way in which India 
– indeed, the empire as a whole – functioned as a safety- valve for the 
satisfaction of prohibited sexual desires is thus graphically illustrated. 
It is an ironic paradox that the service of the empire made it possible to 
circumvent some of its basic values.51

One other characteristic of Searight’s imaginative writings stands out, 
and it is not unconnected. Unlike Forster, he wrote no stories about an 
inter- racial sexual relationship. What does this unexpected gap mean? 
Perhaps sheer satiety has something to do with it. In 1912, even though 
it was eaten into by the period of his overseas long leave, he had 144 
orgasmic sessions with Indian boys. In a more typical year, 1915, he had 
almost 200 such sessions. These fi gures suggest an astonishing expendi-
ture of energy in acting out an obsessive commitment, pursued, one 
would have thought, to a point of extinction. It was a life- style refl ecting, 
if nothing else, the huge amounts of spare time available during army 
service in India, not excluding wartime.

For some eight or nine years, and perhaps even longer if we can add 
in his later time in Iraq and Egypt, Searight indulged continuously in 
activities of a highly suspect nature, and as far as we know, ‘got away 
with it’. This is indeed remarkable. For as one historian has reminded 
us, an offi cer who merely spoke to his men about sexual transgression 
was cashiered in 1916.52 Clearly Searight could rely on the complicity 
and loyalty of his partners, both Indian and European, and no com-
plaints were lodged. His inter- generational relationships were entirely 
outside the institutional frameworks, and they were almost by defi ni-
tion therefore non- coercive, since he had no offi cial responsibility for 
or control over Indian boys. To some that will seem an irrelevance, 
and no excuse. But it is perhaps worth asking whether any teenagers 
would present themselves, as some of Searight’s young friends did, for 
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96, 73, 58, 54, 36, or even 18 orgasmic sessions, unless they enjoyed 
themselves. Moreover, Searight must have been extremely careful not to 
draw attention to himself. Richard Aldrich puts the essential point well: 
‘Nothing suggests that Searight encountered diffi culties in his military 
life because of his sexual nature and prolifi c activities. For a man of dis-
cretion, even with a great appetite, often for young boys, ample sexual 
opportunities presented themselves in India and other places in Europe 
and overseas.’53

Paul Scott’s ‘Raj Quartet’ encapsulates an orthodoxy when Count 
Bronowsky refl ects the fears of all in authority in British India when he 
advances his theory that Captain Ronald Merrick’s search for fulfi lment 
through young Indian boys threatened the entire edifi ce of racial separa-
tion on which the empire depended.54 The case of Captain Searight sug-
gests that we may have to think again. Neither Ken and his kind, nor the 
rulers of empire, seem to have had too much to worry about on account 
of inter- racial ‘homosexuality’ discreetly practised.55

Notes

 1 A.L. Stoler, Race and the education of desire: Foucault’s ‘History of sexuality’ and 
the colonial order of things (Durham, NC, 1995), pp. 180–1.

 2 T. Raychaudhuri, ‘Love in a colonial climate: marriage, sex and romance 
in nineteenth- century Bengal’, Modern Asian Studies, vol. 34 (2000), pp. 
349–78, esp. p. 365. E.M. Collingham, Imperial bodies: the physical experience 
of the Raj, c.1800–1914 (Cambridge, 2001) has little on sex and nothing on 
homosexuality.

 3 Nancy L. Paxton, Writing under the Raj: gender, race and rape in the British 
colonial imagination (New Brunswick, NJ, 1999), p. 294.

 4 R. Aldrich, ‘Burton, Sir Richard (Francis)’, in R. Aldrich and G. Wotherspoon, 
eds., Who’s who in gay and lesbian history, vol. I, From antiquity to World War 
II (New York and London, 2001), p. 74; F.M. Brodie, The devil drives: a 
life of Sir Richard Burton (1967, 1971), pp. 76–7. Lawrence James, Raj: the 
making and unmaking of British India (1997, 1998), pp. 213–14 discusses the 
case of Lt- Col. Edward Smythe of the 5th Madras Cavalry, and allegations 
of sodomy with his men, c.1830. See also S. Sneade Brown, Home letters from 
India, 1828–1841 (1878), p. 76 (8 November 1831).

 5 R. Aldrich, ‘Macdonald, Sir Hector Archibald’, in Aldrich and Wotherspoon, 
eds., Who’s who in gay and lesbian history, vol. I, pp. 284–5; RH, Empire and 
sexuality: the British experience (Manchester, 1990, 1991, 1998), pp. 32–5.

 6 India Offi ce Records, Mss Eur F/84/15, Elgin Viceroyalty Papers, Lord Elgin 
to Secretary of State Lord George Hamilton, 10 May 1897. For the general 
background, see K. Ballhatchet, Race, sex and class under the Raj: imperial 
attitudes and policies and their critics, 1793–1905 (1980).

 7 D.M. Peers, ‘Privates off parade: regimenting sexualities in the nineteenth-
 century Indian empire’, International History Review, vol. 20 (1998), pp. 



 Greek love in British India  461

823–54; P. Stanley, The White Mutiny: British military culture in India (New 
York, 1998).

 8 John Masters, Bugles and a tiger (1956), pp. 153–4. Much of the novel-
 writing is rather limited too, suggesting that most homosexual experience for 
British men took place in princely courts: see J.R. Ackerley, Hindoo holiday 
(1932) at ‘Chhokrapur’, E.M. Forster at Chattapur, or Paul Scott’s ‘Count 
Bronowski’ at ‘Mirat’ in the ‘Raj Quartet’ – see R.J. Moore, Paul Scott’s Raj 
(1990), pp. 143–4.

 9 Havelock Ellis, Studies in the psychology of sex, vol. III, Analysis of the sexual 
impulse (Philadelphia, 1903, 1922), appendix B, history no. XIII, pp. 
306–15.

10 I was invited to examine the original manuscript in the early 1970s, when it 
was in the hands of a London antiquarian bookseller, before it was sold to a 
private collector; authorship had been established and a full bibliographical 
analysis made by Toby Hammond for the short- lived International Journal of 
Greek Love (Oliver Layton Press, New York, 1966), vol.1, no. 2, pp. 28–37 
(‘Paidikion’). The details of Searight’s life and movements as they emerge 
in the manuscript can be validated by internal corroboration between the 
‘Autobiography’ and the ‘Paidiology’ listings, and externally cross- checked 
against The Charterhouse register, 1872–1900 (ed. R.B. Stedman, Godalming, 
1904), p. 475; The Army List, The Half- Yearly Army List, and The Indian Army 
List, passim, and C.T. Atkinson, The Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment, 
1914–1919 (1924). A copy of his death certifi cate, dated 4 March 1957, is 
available from the General Register Offi ce, sub- district of Folkestone, Kent.

11 Searight fi rst entered mainstream historiography in my book Britain’s impe-
rial century, 1815–1914: a study of empire and expansion (1st edn, 1976), 
where there is a short paragraph and a quotation (pp. 136–7). Next, I wrote 
a more extended account in Empire and sexuality (pp. 128–31). Since then, 
Lawrence James referred to Searight (unfortunately calling him ‘Seabright’) 
in Raj: the making and unmaking of British India, p. 508. He also appears in 
Niall Ferguson’s popular work Empire: how Britain made the modern world 
(2003), p. 264. Meanwhile Richard Aldrich published a sub- section on 
‘Captain Searight and his friends’ in Colonialism and homosexuality (2003), 
and there are multiple references to Searight in this book (pp. 279–81, 299, 
310, 324–5). Searight’s ‘epic verse autobiography’ is mentioned in Graham 
Robb, Strangers: homosexual love in the 19th century (2003), p. 172, implying 
that it was written by a ‘sex maniac with a passion for accounting’.

12 Ardent admiration and openly accepted love for teenage boys was unques-
tionably a core value in ancient Greece – amounting to the prominent ‘centre-
piece of its public identity’ – but the nature and extent of its sexual expression 
was complicated, and remains diffi cult to recover historically: see James 
Davidson, The Greeks and Greek love: a radical reappraisal of homosexuality in 
ancient Greece (2007), from which this quotation is taken (p. 365), and D.M. 
Halperin, One hundred years of homosexuality, and other essays on Greek love 
(New York, 1990). But it is clear that the ancient Greeks were not ‘paedo-
philes’ in the modern sense: to quote a leading criminologist, ‘hebephilia is not 
the same as child molestation’ (D.J. West, Male prostitution (1992), p. 328).



 462 Sexuality

13 It is a curious coincidence that in the half- dozen years before the outbreak 
of war in 1914, when Searight was working on his autobiographical poem, 
a number of more famous authors were also engaged in writing literary 
explorations of homosexual desire, stories, poems, and seminal justifi ca-
tions of Greek love, which have become canonical in the genre. Most 
famous of all was Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice (Der Tod in Venedig), 
written in 1911. In France, André Gide was slowly preparing the text of 
Corydon, which fi rst appeared in an unsigned private edition in 1911. It is 
a scholarly argument, in four dialogues, a defence of Greek love. Whilst 
living in Venice in 1909 and 1910, Frederick Rolfe (Baron Corvo) was 
writing The desire and pursuit of the whole, a full- length novel about the 
sixteen- year- old androgynous Zildo, together with some more explicit and 
revelatory letters later published as The Venice Letters. In Britain, an under-
ground, full- bloodied homoerotic classic, a school- story with a difference, 
Memoirs of a voluptuary, was published anonymously, probably about 1908. 
(The dating to some extent is determined by two characters called ‘Elgar’ 
and ‘Benson’, a dig at ‘Land of hope and glory’, so not earlier than 1902.) 
Also in 1908, one of the ‘Uranians’, the Revd E.E. Bradford, brought out 
Sonnets, songs and ballads, the fi rst of a series of volumes of slushy poetry in 
praise of boyhood. And of course, E.M. Forster began writing Maurice in 
1913.

14 Louis Crompton, Homosexuality and civilisation (Cambridge, MA, 2003) tried 
to make this linkage between past and present sexual modes of ‘homosexual-
ity’, but the whole thrust of most of the evidence in his book serves only to 
disprove such tendentiousness. For understanding similar sexual modes in 
the Arab and Asian worlds, the key works include: Tsuneo Watunabe and 
Jun’ichi Iwata, The love of the samuri: a thousand years of Japanese homosexual-
ity (tr. D.R. Roberts, 1989); Bret Hinsch, Passions of the cut sleeve: the male 
homosexual tradition in China (Berkeley, CA, 1990); Walter G. Andrews 
and Mehmet Kalpakli, The age of the beloveds: love and the beloved in early 
modern Ottoman and European culture and society (Durham, NC, 2005). See 
also Adrian Carton, ‘Desire and same- sex intimacies in Asia’, and Vincenzo 
Patanè, ‘Homosexuality in the Middle East and North Africa’, in R. Aldrich, 
ed., Gay life and culture: a world history (2006), pp. 271–331.

15 Dominique Fernandez, A hidden love: art and homosexuality (Munich, Berlin, 
London, and New York, 2002, from the original French, 2001) is the 
master- work; see esp. pp. 157–81 on ‘The Far East’.

16 R. Jenkyns, The Victorians and ancient Greece (Blackwell, Oxford, 1980); A. 
Hickson, The poisoned bowl: sex, repression and the public school system (1995); 
J.R. de Honey, Tom Brown’s universe: the development of the Victorian public 
school (1977).

17 F. Yeats- Brown, Bengal Lancer (1930), p. 13 for observations on the 
Edwardian Punjab; Philippa Levine, Prostitution, race and politics: policing 
venereal disease in the British empire (New York, 2003), p. 294, and p. 353, 
n. 205. See also, for a more anthropological angle, L. Dupree, Afghanistan 
(Princeton, NJ, 1993), p. 198. David Omissi, The sepoy and the Raj: the Indian 
army, 1860–1940 (1994), records the case of a Pathan soldier stationed in the 



 Greek love in British India  463

UK at Milford- on- Sea who had ‘a beautiful white boy’ as his mess- mate (pp. 
65–6).

18 Santanu Das, review of Brinda Bose and Subhabrata Bhattacharyya, eds., 
The phobic and the erotic: the politics of sexualities in contemporary India, in the 
Times Literary Supplement (15 June 2007), no. 5437, p. 33, where the point is 
made that Western labels are misleading, because ‘thousands of Indian men’ 
have sex with other males without any notion of Western sexual identity as 
‘homosexual’ or ‘gay’.

19 Ruth Vanita and Saleem Kidwai, eds., Same- sex love in India: readings from 
literature and history (New York, 2000), esp. pp. 27, 46–8, 119–21, 175–83; 
R.M. George, I. Chatterjee, G. Gopinath, ‘Tracing “same- sex” love from 
antiquity to the present in South Asia’, Gender and History, vol. 14 (2002), 
pp. 6–30.

20 Ruth Vanita, ed., Queering India: same- sex love and eroticism in Indian culture 
and society (New York, 2002), pp. 129–34; Charu Gupta, ‘Impossible love 
and sexual pleasure in late- colonial north India’, Modern Asian Studies, vol. 
36 (2002), pp. 195–221, esp. pp. 197–202.

21 This was C.E. Tyndale- Biscoe (1863–1949): see J.A. Mangan, The games 
ethic and imperialism: aspects of the diffusion of an ideal (1986), pp. 180–1.

22 S.H. and L.I. Rudolph, eds., Reversing the gaze: Amar Singh’s diary: a colonial 
subject’s narrative of imperial India (Boulder, CO, 2002), esp. pp. 239–54, 
278–9, 336–7.

23 Vanita and Kidwai, eds., Same- sex love in India, pp. 255–6. See also Suparna 
Bhaskaran, ‘The politics of penetration’, in Vanita, ed., Queering India, p. 17: 
an advice column in a Bengali weekly, Sanjibani (1893), suggested Indian 
schoolboys indulging in ‘unnatural and immoral habits’ could be cured by 
visits to prostitutes.

24 G. Tillett, The elder brother: a biography of Charles Webster Leadbeater, 1854–
1934 (1982); A.H. Nethercot, The last four lives of Annie Besant (1963), chs. 7 
and 8; G. Wotherspoon, ‘Leadbeater, C.W.’ in Who’s who in gay and lesbian 
history, vol. I, p. 254; Anne Taylor, ‘Besant, Annie’, in the ODNB, vol. V, 
pp. 504–7. Aged sixty- eight, Leadbeater was embroiled in a major scandal in 
Sydney, publicised all over Australia; once again the charges were dismissed, 
his young friends denying any impropriety: in the immortal words of Mandy 
Rice- Davies, ‘they would say that, wouldn’t they?’

25 J. Geraci, ed., Dares to speak: historical and contemporary perspectives on 
boy- love (Swaffham, Norfolk, 1997), pp. 148–63, ‘The journals of Lewis 
Thompson’; Richard Lannoy, ed., Lewis Thompson, mirror to the light: refl ec-
tions on consciousness and experience (1984), esp. pp. 51–2, 99, 152–3.

26 Richard Aldrich in his major study Colonialism and homosexuality casts the 
net wider than British India; see the review by Ross G. Forman in Victorian 
Studies, vol. 47 (2005), pp. 293–5 for an assessment of its importance. Other 
names could be added to the Indian list, such as A.F. Scholfi eld, an almost 
exact contemporary of Searight’s (1884–1969), who was Keeper of the 
Records of the Government of India, 1913–19, and subsequently Librarian of 
Trinity College, Cambridge, and University Librarian, 1923–49. Scholfi eld 
is believed to have had a large collection of photographs of Indian boys, and 



 464 Sexuality

as a Fellow of King’s College was remembered ‘for his immense kindness to 
generations of boy- choristers’: see King’s College Annual Report (1970), and 
Noel Annan, Our age: portrait of a generation (1990), p. 102; Who was who, 
vol. VI (1961–70), p. 1009.

27 B.S. Cohn, An anthropologist among the historians and other essays (Delhi, 
1990), esp. ‘The census, social structure and objectifi cation in South Asia’, 
pp. 224–54.

28 For the sexual underground of Edwardian London, Searight’s manuscript 
provides several indications; for recently published studies, see Matt Cook, 
London and the culture of homosexuality, 1885–1914 (Cambridge, 2003); M. 
Houlbrook, ‘Soldier- heroes and rent- boys: homosexualities, masculinities 
and Britishness in the Brigade of Guards, c.1900–1960’, Journal of British 
Studies, vol. 47 (2003), pp. 351–88.

29 One of Searight’s most polished short stories is ‘Nel bagno, a Neapolitan 
tale’, possibly based on a sexual experience in a bath- house which he either 
had himself or heard about from someone else. It is a well- focused piece, 
written with gusto, but it is not for the faint- hearted. For the signifi cance 
of Italy and Sicily to British homosexuals, see Richard Aldrich, The seduc-
tion of the Mediterranean: writing, art and homosexual fantasy (1993); Mark 
Holloway, Norman Douglas: a biography (1976); among the novels, Roger 
Peyrefi tte, The exile of Capri (1959, tr. 1961).

30 ‘Kanaya’, 1922, fi rst published in E. Heine, ed., The hill of Devi, and other 
Indian writings by E.M. Forster (1982 edn); see also E.M. Forster, Indian jour-
nals and essays (1983), pp. 194–208.

31 The choice of the name Eric may be a satirical swipe at the romantically 
 agonised but chaste atmosphere of Dean F.W. Farrar’s well- known school 
story, Eric, or Little by little (1858). In the book – which is dedicated to the 
bishop of Calcutta – Eric’s parents were serving in India.

32 Matt Houlbrook, Queer London: perils and pleasures in the sexual metropo-
lis, 1918–1957 (Chicago, IL, 2005), pp. 182–6, 232–6. For an interesting 
examination of the ‘cultural shift’ in New York City from the 1920s, with 
an unprecedented new concern for boys, instead of the ‘limited recognition 
of sexual dangers posed to boys’, see Stephen Robertson, ‘“Boys, of course, 
cannot be raped”: age, homosexuality and the redefi nition of sexual violence 
in New York City, 1880–1955’, Gender and History, vol. 18 (2006), pp. 
357–79.

33 Guy Edmund Wheeler, writing as ‘Edmund Fahey’, ‘The pathography of 
a cuckoo’, part 1, ‘An imperial bastard’: memoirs, [n.d.], deposited at the 
Royal Commonwealth Society Library (Cambridge University Library) in 
1993; typescript, 111 pp. I am grateful to Vyvyen Brendon for drawing my 
attention to this source; she later referred to Wheeler in her book Children of 
the Raj (2005), pp. 166–9, 176, 275, though she does not discuss his seduc-
tion. An epigraph to the typescript quotes my article on ‘Empire and sexual 
opportunity’ (JICH, 1986: see above, ch. 13) about empire as a ‘matter of 
copulation and concubinage’, p. 35; it is good to know that people are now 
more willing to reveal their sexual experiences for posterity.

34 Ignorance should have been dispelled by the epoch- making publication of 
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Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual behavior in the human male (New York, 1949) – for 
example, pp. 175–80 on juvenile multiple orgasm. For an example of censo-
rious misunderstanding of human sexual potentialities, see Steven Marcus, 
The other Victorians: a study of sexuality and pornography in nineteenth- century 
England (1964, reissued in 2008 as a ‘classic’). The most scholarly guide to 
the literature is P.J. Kearney, The Private Case: an annotated bibliography of the 
Private Case erotica in the British (Museum) Library (1981). It seems probable 
that Searight’s ‘Paidikion’ manuscript is the best and most signifi cant evoca-
tion of Greek love since L’Alcibiade fanciullo a scola (1652): for which see P.- J. 
Salazar, ‘Rocco, Antonio’, in Who’s who in gay and lesbian history, vol. I, pp. 
373–5.

35 Kenneth Searight, Sona: an auxiliary neutral language (Kegan Paul, Trench, 
& Trubner, London, 1935), 119 pp.

36 See http://sonauiki.org/Main/SonaUiki. My thanks to Andrew Ward for 
locating this website.

37 D. Proctor, ed., The autobiography of Lowes Dickinson (1977), pp. 178–9; see 
also P.M. Furbank, E.M. Forster: a life, vol. I, 1879–1914 (1978), pp. 224, 
231–3.

38 Aldrich, Colonialism and homosexuality, p. 311, quoting from the Forster 
Papers in King’s College Library, Forster to Dickinson, June–August 1917.

39 Autobiography of Lowes Dickinson, p. 179.
40 E.M. Forster, Maurice: a novel (‘fi nished 1914’, later revised, and posthu-

mously published), 1971 edn, ‘terminal note’, pp. 235–41, and introduc-
tion by P.M. Furbank, pp. v–vi; see also O. Stallybrass, introduction to the 
Abinger Edition of A passage to India (1978), p. xi.

41 See http://sonauiki.org/Main/KennethSearight.
42 Aldrich, Colonialism and homosexuality, pp. 324–5. For ‘The other boat’, see 

E.M. Forster, The life to come and other stories (Abinger edn, vol. VIII, ed. O. 
Stallybrass, 1972), pp. 65–82. It was intended as the opening for an Indian 
novel, which did not go well. The title mirrors a metaphor for the empire as 
‘the view from the boat’.

43 Aldrich, Colonialism and homosexuality, p. 325.
44 Stallybrass, introduction to The life to come and other stories, p. xvii.
45 An interesting contrast with the idyllic pastoral ending of the cross- class affair 

in Maurice.
46 Grant Parsons, ‘Another India: imagining escape from the masculine self’, 

in P. Darby, ed., At the edge of international relations: post- colonialism, gender, 
and dependency (New York, 1997), p. 172: sceptical of the argument in 
Christopher Lane, The ruling passion: British colonial allegory and the narrative 
of homosexual desire (Durham, NC, 1995), pp. 2–4.

47 M. Sinha, Colonial masculinity (1995), and ‘Giving masculinity a history: 
some contributions from the history of India’, Gender and History, vol. 11 
(1999), pp. 445–60.

48 Levine, Prostitution, race and politics, pp. 292–4: the inspector- general of 
police in Colombo reported (1917) ‘on any night there may be seen in public 
places a number of boys from 14 to 18 years of age . . . waiting to be spoken 
to’. For street- solicitation in newly independent Pakistan, see Michael 
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Davidson, The world, the fl esh and myself (1962), pp. 244–5, and Some boys 
(unexpurgated New York edn, 1971), pp. 33–49.

49 Except one payment to a London rent- boy: a sovereign. (This was generous 
by the contemporary standards of a regular patron like Roger Casement, 
who seems not to have paid more than ten shillings, and sometimes less: P. 
Singleton- Gates and M. Girodias, eds., The Black Diaries: an account of Roger 
Casement’s life and times (Paris, 1959), entry for 24 June 1910.) In ‘Simla’, 
Ken rewards the boys with beer and Chianti.

50 F.J.N. Thesiger (1868–1933) served in the Indian army (1914–16), while 
R.D. Isaacs was made Lord Chief Justice in 1913 and vilifi ed on appoint-
ment, by Kipling among others, after his suspicious share- dealing in the 
Marconi scandal of 1912. Reference to these two fi gures may or may not 
suggest a date after 1917 for completion of the manuscript.

51 Aldrich, Colonialism and homosexuality, p. 325.
52 Lawrence James, Raj, p. 508, quoting War Offi ce records, WO 92/3, no. 

6d.
53 Aldrich, Colonialism and homosexuality, p. 281.
54 Moore, Paul Scott’s Raj, pp. 143–4.
55 On the issue of ‘exploitation’, I suggested in the Introduction (p. 46), that 

readers would make up their own mind. However, I would draw atten-
tion to a review by Andrew Williams of Antony Copley’s book, A spiritual 
Bloomsbury: Hinduism and homosexuality in the writings of Edward Carpenter, 
E.M. Forster and Christopher Isherwood (Lanham, Boulder, and New York, 
2006), in Round Table, vol. 97, no. 399 (2008), pp. 891–2. Williams con-
cluded from this study that accusations of ‘exploitative behaviour’ are ‘crass 
and uninformed’; that such men can be regarded as having rejected class-
 bound attitudes, thus becoming pioneers of a cultural interaction which led 
to the development of a more cosmopolitan and open- minded Britain, which 
the Commonwealth now celebrates.
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Appendix

Plate 16.1 The opening of Searight’s autobiographical poem. The 
picture is an original water- colour, pasted in – possibly of Searight 
himself as a boy?
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Plate 16.2 Sex with Serbiland (from the autobiographical poem).
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Plate 16.3 Paidiology code.
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Plate 16.4 Part of the Paidiology listing for 1917.
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17 Imperial and Commonwealth history at 
Cambridge, 1881–1981: founding fathers and 
pioneer research students

[First published in the Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 
vol. 29 (2001), an essay for which Professor Sir Christopher Bayly, 
Professor John Lonsdale, and Dr Doug Munro provided valuable 
insights. Now revised and updated.
 Professor Tony Hopkins fi rst suggested this subject for investigation, 
after hearing me outline an oral history of it as part of my valedictory 
talk to the Cambridge Commonwealth Seminar in October 1999. 
At about the same time, the appearance of the admirable essay by 
Professor Sir Andrew Roberts in the Oxford history of the British empire, 
vol. V, Historiography (‘The British Empire in tropical Africa: a review 
of the literature to the 1960s’, 1999) provided further stimulus, not 
least because of its emphasis on Oxford and London, with compara-
tively little on Cambridge’s contribution.]

Almost exactly a century separates the publication of two of Cambridge’s 
most celebrated contributions to imperial history: Seeley’s Expansion 
of England (1883) and Gallagher’s Ford Lectures, Decline, revival and 
fall of the British empire (1982), published two years after his premature 
death. The early 1980s marked the end of an era in other ways too, as 
imperial and Commonwealth history itself everywhere became frag-
mented, unfashionable, and increasingly embattled. The old conceptual 
unities as they had been worked out in the previous half- century now 
collapsed, particularly under the pressure of the inexorable advance of 
area studies.1 Although framed by this chronology, the purpose of this 
investigation into a potentially rich historiographical landscape is not to 
memorialise or assess the writings of the famous professorial names – 
Robinson and Gallagher, Mansergh and Stokes – but to contextualise 
them and focus upon lesser known but nevertheless signifi cant ances-
tors, and to trace developing patterns of teaching and research down to 
1981. In any case, the earlier occupants of the Vere Harmsworth chair of 
imperial and naval history (established in 1919), interesting characters 
though they were, had little real impact on the work of the Cambridge 
History Faculty, not least because it lacked a proper examination paper 
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in the subject until 1945. J.Holland Rose (1919–33) was mainly inter-
ested in William Pitt and Napoleon, but made some study of sea- power 
in British history.2 Admiral Sir Herbert Richmond (1933–5) was exclu-
sively a naval historian, and had to retire after only two years in offi ce.3 
Eric Walker was a South African specialist whose tenure (1936–51) was 
badly affected by the war and a severe nervous breakdown from which 
he never fully recovered.4

I

Extra- European history in Cambridge was slow to get off the ground. 
In 1866 the University rejected the offer from a benefactor to endow 
a lectureship in the history and institutions of the United States.5 
Moreover, the study of imperial and American history began, not in the 
History Faculty, but in the Faculty of Economics and Politics. When the 
Historical Tripos was inaugurated in 1873, the emphasis was heavily on 
English constitutional and economic history, together with a great deal 
of ‘political philosophy’. In fact the Regius professor of modern history, 
J.R. Seeley (1869–95), would have preferred to call it the Politics Tripos, 
wanting to ‘turn away from the past to the present’: ‘Our university is, 
and must be, a great seminary of politicians.’ Nobody thought it pos-
sible or desirable to cover recent history or to extend the geographical 
range even to Scotland and Wales.6 Seeley lectured on a varying set of 
topics, including ‘political science’ and ‘international history and English 
foreign policy’, chiefl y in the eighteenth century, ‘the age of Frederick 
the Great’, the wars of the Spanish Succession and Louis XIV, and 
Napoleon. Only in one academical year, 1881–2, did he turn to the 
empire, giving a course of sixteen lectures with the title ‘Greater Britain’. 
The published version, The Expansion of England, was a famous and 
infl uential book, but hardly representative of Seeley’s main interests or of 
student studies in Cambridge. Nevertheless, it was an inspired and intel-
ligent foray, and, as the fi rst professional historian to tackle the subject, 
he was historiographically a pioneer.7

From the perspective of the Cambridge curriculum, a more infl u-
ential fi gure was Professor Alfred Marshall, the founding father of the 
Economics Tripos in 1903, and a passionate believer in the importance 
both of extra- European history and of recent history as ‘absolutely 
essential to the economist’. He could see no hope of the Historical 
Tripos catering for them, and so he established in Part I Economics two 
compulsory papers on ‘recent economic and general history’. One dealt 
mainly with Britain (not just England) in the nineteenth century, and 
the other chiefl y with the British empire and the United States. In Part 
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II he provided for a special subject dealing with the ‘recent and general 
history’ or the existing political and administrative organisation of a 
foreign country, or India, or ‘some other dependency or colony of the 
United Kingdom’.8

Marshall was a professorial Fellow of St John’s College, where one 
of his protégés was E.A. Benians, the fi rst Johnian entrance Scholar in 
history (1898). Benians, who had been educated by his parents, gained 
a double fi rst (1901, 1902), won the Adam Smith prize for economic 
history, and wrote a substantial fellowship dissertation on ‘The progress 
of settlement in Canada’.9 Marshall recruited him in 1906 to lecture on 
the ‘recent economic and general history’ of the British empire and the 
United States.10 Benians continued to give these lectures until 1931, 
when the Economics Tripos was reformed, and, to his dismay, the com-
pulsory Part I paper was given a narrower focus and transferred into 
Part II as one option among many. Meanwhile Benians had become 
a Fellow of St John’s (1906), a college lecturer in history (1910), and 
senior tutor (1926). In 1926 under the new system of university lecture-
ships, he became a lecturer in the History Faculty, where he taught early 
modern Europe until he resigned in 1934, after election as Master of St 
John’s (1933), a post which he held until his death in 1952. He was vice-
 chancellor between 1939 and 1941, in which year he was chosen to be 
chairman of the Advisory Historical Committee to the War Cabinet.

Although mostly a forgotten fi gure today, Benians played the central 
role in the development of imperial and American history in Cambridge 
for almost the whole of the fi rst half of the twentieth century. He inter-
mitted his fellowship in 1911–12 in order to travel the world. He either 
supervised or examined almost every doctoral candidate in imperial 
subjects. The mastership of St John’s more or less put an end to his 
published output as well as his lecturing, but he remained dedicated to 
promoting the study of empire and American history. After their demo-
tion in the Economics Tripos he worked tirelessly to secure a permanent 
home for them in the Historical Tripos, and was very largely instru-
mental in the setting up of the American history paper in 1943 and the 
‘Expansion of Europe’ in 1945 (see below). He also masterminded the 
editing of six of the eight volumes of the Cambridge history of the British 
empire, the principal Cambridge achievement before 1960 in the study 
of the empire, published between 1929 and 1959. Inevitably there are 
stodgy chapters, but it also contains some of the fi nest writing ever 
achieved within its fi eld: such chapters as those by C.W. de Kiewiet on 
‘Social and economic developments in Native tribal life’ (vol. VIII), J.H. 
Clapham on ‘The Industrial Revolution and the colonies’ (vol. II), C.R. 
Fay on ‘The movement towards free trade, 1820–1853’ – in which the 
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term ‘informal empire’ was invented (vol. II, p. 399) – and A.F. Madden 
on ‘Changing attitudes and widening responsibilities, 1895–1914’ (vol. 
III).11 Benians commissioned several promising young historians, giving 
them the opportunity to cut their teeth on a major assignment, even if, 
owing to delays in publication, this was not always apparent. Among 
them were three future ‘knights’ of the historical profession, Hancock, 
Hinsley,12 and Habakkuk,13 together with R.E. Robinson, CBE, writing, 
respectively, on the fi rst years of the Australian Commonwealth (vol. 
VII), foreign policy (vol. III), free trade and commercial expansion 
(vol. II), and ‘imperial problems in British politics, 1880–1895’ (vol. III). 
(Robinson was somewhat embarrassed by his chapter, as it affronted his 
later self- image as a thinker rather than a researcher, but in fact by trawl-
ing the multi- volumed Victorian political biographies it did well a job 
that had to be done.) The trouble with the CHBE was that its sheer size 
and scale, and rigorous professionalism, to say nothing of the densely 
packed typography, have all helped to ensure that it has remained 
outside the capacity of students and scholars alike fully to absorb. The 
repeated use of ‘our empire’ and similar possessives grates upon modern 
susceptibilities. The confi dent editorial assertion (vol. II, p. viii) that ‘no 
great empire was ever built with so little show or use of force’ does not 
convince today’s more sceptical readership. Nevertheless, the CHBE 
remains a valuable resource, in all its entombing magnifi cence.14

Apart from some early contributions to historical geography, and two 
little books on the United States (1943 and 1946), Benians’s principal 
writings were for the Cambridge Histories. He contributed a remarkably 
comprehensive blockbuster of a chapter on ‘The European colonies’ for 
the fi nal volume of the Cambridge modern history (vol. XII, The latest age 
(1910), pp. 602–71), together with ‘Canada, 1763–1847’ for volume X 
(1907). In the Cambridge history of the British empire he wrote ‘The begin-
nings of the new empire, 1783–1793’ and ‘Colonial self- government, 
1852–1870’ in volume II, and ‘The Western Pacifi c, 1788–1885’ in 
the Australian volume, together with two chapters in volume III, one of 
them on Victorian commercial policy, a subject he also tackled in the 
Cambridge history of British foreign policy, volume II (ed. A.W. Ward and 
G.P. Gooch (1923)). The best of these chapters are models of their kind: 
informative and stylish, and written with real verve.

Like others of his contemporaries, Benians’s outlook on the empire 
and the emerging Commonwealth was conditioned by the fact that his 
undergraduate days coincided precisely with what we must now learn 
to call the Anglo- Boer South African War. It is natural for later genera-
tions to feel uncomfortable with the admiration of Benians, Eric Walker, 
and others, not only for the Commonwealth, but also for the Afrikaners, 
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but it has to be remembered that they genuinely felt the Afrikaners had 
performed formidably well in a devastating war which they should never 
have had to fi ght. To Benians, after ‘making a shipwreck’ of the ‘fi rst 
empire’ by the loss of the American colonies, and after the ‘tragic scenes’ 
and ‘ill- starred events’ of the South African War,15 the way the British 
had achieved the emergence of the Commonwealth – ‘a union of states 
and nations in a free and peaceful co- operation’ – was indeed little short 
of miraculous, especially considering its heterogeneity of membership 
and racial and geographical diversity. The Commonwealth, however 
imperfect and whatever its aggressive origins, was nothing to be ashamed 
of, but ‘a moral conception, a great partnership’, whose justifi cation 
was ‘to teach the way of freedom, to teach nations to live together in 
society’.16

It is no doubt a matter for regret that such a gifted historian as Benians 
also happened to be so admired as a good administrator and com-
mittee chairman, and so valued a counsellor, noted for his ‘judicious 
foresight’, tact, insight, kindness, and fairness. If the mastership of St 
John’s had not taken precedence over a chair, and monopolised so much 
of his time, he might have produced books which would have secured 
his historical reputation.17 As it is, apart from those sadly neglected 
‘Cambridge’ chapters, Benians is memorialised only in small – but 
undeniably elegant – ways: briefl y in the St John’s Benians Fellowship 
for visiting Commonwealth scholars,18 permanently in the handsome 
slate oval tablet in the central place of honour in St John’s College 
Chapel, and in the dedication to Frank Thistlethwaite’s seminal book, 
The great experiment (1955).19 Thistlethwaite was probably Benians’s 
most highly regarded pupil, and he steered him into American history. 
Thistlethwaite recalled Benians as ‘my great mentor . . . He was a great 
man; his tall, quiet presence masked the immense strength of character 
which had carried College and University through the War and into an 
altered post- war world.’

Hardly any British academic of his generation worked harder than 
Benians to reduce the general ignorance about imperial and American 
history. He did not of course labour alone. There were other stalwarts 
of the History Faculty who shared some of his concerns and interests 
and supported his aims in the 1920s and 1930s. Foremost among them, 
perhaps, was Harold Temperley, the Peterhouse don who became 
its Master (1938), and the fi rst professor of modern history (1931). 
Essentially a foreign policy historian, Temperley had, however, written 
on ‘The new colonial policy, 1840–1870’ for the Cambridge modern 
history (vol. XI, 1909) and, most illuminatingly, on ‘The Peace of Paris’ 
(Britain’s ‘colonial moment’ if ever there was one) for the Cambridge 
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history of the British empire (vol. I, 1929), while his masterpiece, The foreign 
policy of Canning, 1822–1827 (1925), aroused his continuing interest in 
the Americas.20 He was the fi rst president of the new Commonwealth 
Institute (1934), and he supervised some of the earlier imperial research 
students. Then there was Sir James Butler, Regius professor from 1947 
to 1954, who had a lifelong interest in the constitutional aspects of 
empire history, lecturing upon them fairly regularly from the late 1920s; 
he was the author of three chapters on imperial questions (1838–80) for 
the Cambridge history of the British empire (vols. II and III).21 Finally, there 
was George Kitson Clark, Fellow of Trinity, a bluff, burly, and pompous 
character who played a major role in the Faculty for several decades and 

Plate 17.1 E.A. Benians in 1933.
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superintended the teaching of modern English constitutional history. 
He was a particularly useful and active ally in planning the introduc-
tion of the papers in American and Expansion history in the mid- 1940s. 
He was also Gallagher’s mentor, and later still, Anil Seal’s and John 
Lonsdale’s.22

II

As every student of it believes, ‘The Expansion of Europe’ paper – the 
forerunner of today’s ‘Empires and world history’ – is the jewel in the 
crown of the Cambridge Historical Tripos. It is also, since the later 
1960s, the essential pivot around which all the other extra- European 
papers spin. It dates, however, only from 1945. It was then thirty- fi ve 
years since a paper in ‘English colonial history’ had fi rst been called for 
in a Senate House discussion. When the Tripos was being reviewed in 
1909, Benians complained that a corner in an English constitutional 
history paper and an occasional ‘special period’ was ‘not an adequate 
treatment of colonial history’. Moreover, looking merely at a colony’s 
institutions ‘isolated from the study of their history seemed to him to 
be barren’. What would be far more interesting and instructive was the 
‘story of the growth of nations in new countries’. He received some 
support from fellow Johnian T.R. Glover, as the ancient historians also 
had grievances, but even Temperley thought it impossible to accommo-
date a new paper. Archdeacon Cunningham disapproved of the very idea 
of these ‘modern subjects’ in which lazy men could ‘browse around’.23

The position was radically changed by the Second World War, which 
made it possible to argue persuasively that ex- servicemen, returning in 
large numbers, would be looking for wider opportunities to study those 
non- European countries with which so many of them had come into 
contact. Academically, the publication of Hancock’s masterly Survey 
of British Commonwealth affairs, 1918–1939 (2 vols., 1937–42) demon-
strated the exciting possibilities of the broader sweep.24 The general 
ethos of the Tripos inevitably imposed a somewhat Eurocentric core 
upon the ‘Expansion’ paper; nevertheless the imaginativeness of the 
concept remains striking more than half a century later:

The subject shall include exploration; the relevant missionary, humanitarian 
and political movements; the development of overseas trade and investment; 
the reaction of extra- European countries to European infl uence, including the 
effects on peasant economy of the opening of international markets and the 
industrialisation of colonial territories; the foundation of colonial empires, with 
the general features of the imperial policy of the principal European countries; 
the problems of native self- government; international relations in the colonial 
sphere, with the relevant military and naval history.



 480 Imperial historians

Or, put more succinctly, it dealt with ‘the political, economic and cul-
tural contacts of the principal countries of Europe – including Russia 
– with the remainder of the world in the period since 1400’.25 The new 
paper was made available to start with on an experimental basis, and 
in both parts of the Tripos, though it was soon confi ned to Part II for 
almost twenty years. Examination papers were at fi rst divided region-
ally, but this was abandoned, leaving only a division into two sections 
at 1783, with candidates being required to answer at least one ques-
tion (out of four) from each period. The experiment was an immediate 
success. According to John Fage, one of its very fi rst takers, it was a bold 
and pioneering paper, leading the way in British universities. He added, 
‘scratch many a British historian of Africa or Asia of my generation, 
and it is likely that you will fi nd a former student of “The Expansion of 
Europe” at Cambridge’.26 Perhaps that is pitching it a little high; some 
of the most devoted practitioners of extra- European history in later years 
did not in fact study it as Cambridge undergraduates, among them Jack 
Gallagher, Eric Stokes, Anil Seal, John Iliffe, John Lonsdale, and T.N. 
Harper.

We have all tended to accept at face value the myth that Robinson 
and Gallagher ‘really created the subject’.27 Although they certainly 
exploited its potential to the full, they had no part whatsoever in devis-
ing or launching it, or in compiling the fi rst book- lists which defi ned its 
scope and character. They were perhaps not always particularly generous 
in publicly acknowledging their debts to their Cambridge predecessors, 
such as E.A. Benians or J.W. Davidson. And we must not forget that 
the new paper represented a major Faculty commitment, one which it 
was determined actively to promote. The Faculty obtained lectureships 
in Colonial Studies, Latin American and Far Eastern history. E.E. Rich 
provided the initial outline Expansion lecture course, and continued 
to do so for many years, to ever declining audiences. Before the war 
he had lectured on English economic history, and his interest in the 
empire developed through research on the Hudson’s Bay Company and 
the North American fur trade. Professor E.A. Walker lectured on ‘the 
British empire’, and, more surprisingly, on ‘Africa’. ‘Percy’ Spear, as 
bursar of Selwyn (1945–63), was available to cover Indian history. As 
an Indianist, Spear’s output was highly respected, and he was signifi cant 
in the historiography as a ‘transitional’ practitioner between older and 
newer approaches (not that he would ever discuss issues like Clive’s 
sex life).28 J.H. Parry, already a university lecturer, Fellow and Tutor of 
Clare College, provided real backbone to the lectures on the fi fteenth 
and sixteenth centuries, as can be seen in their published version, Europe 
and the wider world (1949; 3rd edn 1966). Parry in fact gave the very fi rst 
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lecture for the Expansion paper, in October 1945. He moved on to a 
distinguished career elsewhere.29

Probably the key fi gure in inaugurating the paper was James W. 
Davidson.30 A New Zealander, Jim Davidson came to St John’s College 
as a graduate student, preparing a doctoral dissertation on ‘European 
penetration of the South Pacifi c, 1779–1842’. His supervisor was 
Professor Walker and he was Holland Rose Student, 1940–1. During 
the war he worked in naval intelligence for the Admiralty (based at the 
Scott Polar Institute in Cambridge), writing the historical sections of 
its geographical handbooks on the Pacifi c. He also worked for Margery 
Perham’s Nuffi eld project on colonial government, starting a book on 
the government of Northern Rhodesia. After the war, he was lectur-
ing from the Lent Term 1945, and from January 1947 he became the 
fi rst holder of the lectureship in colonial studies,31 for which the only 
other serious candidate was Victor Kiernan of Trinity (a gifted young 
Marxist).32 Davidson proceeded to lecture on ‘Europe and the Pacifi c’, 
‘the government of dependencies’, and on the West Indies.

What made Davidson’s work so innovative was his attempt to get 
beyond the conventional study of colonisation and international rela-
tions, and make a contribution to the history of European expansion 
rather than British imperial history, by using social anthropology and by 
concentrating on analysing the changes in the life of ‘native peoples’. The 
preface to his thesis (PhD 1942) advanced a manifesto which speaks the 
authentic discourse of what was to become the Expansion paper: ‘The 
Imperial Historian forgets at his peril that the cattle- ranching of Uruguay 
and Australia, the fruit- growing of Honduras and Samoa, the experi-
ments in governing non- European peoples in Java, Mexico and Uganda, 
and the investment of capital in India and China all form parts of one 
great [if disorderly] movement.’ Davidson went on to write one of the 
classic works of extra- European history, the pioneer account of colonial 
nationalism in the Pacifi c, Samoa mo Samoa: the emergence of the independ-
ent state of Samoa (Melbourne, 1967). Since Western Samoa was the fi rst 
ex- colonial independent state (1 January 1962) in the region, a book on 
‘Samoa for the Samoans’ bears much the same relationship to the Pacifi c 
as early works on Ghanaian nationalism do to African history. Davidson 
fi rst went to Samoa while on leave from Cambridge between April and 
July 1947, being invited by the prime minister of New Zealand (Peter 
Fraser) to make a report on the New Zealand mandated territory. There 
was an unashamed romanticism in the way Samoa and its peoples capti-
vated him, and eventually he rented a house there, became constitutional 
adviser, and a member of the Legislative Assembly. Meanwhile, he was 
attracted to the opportunities the new Australian National University 



 482 Imperial historians

(ANU) at Canberra would provide to complete a general history of the 
Pacifi c. Although Davidson loved and enjoyed Cambridge, especially St 
John’s (which he made his residuary legatee), and would be ‘very sorry’ 
to leave it, he was ambitious, and a research chair in Canberra seemed a 
good career move, from which he might return to Britain in ten years or 
so.33 However, the increasingly irresistible call to be a ‘scholar- in- action’ 
in the Pacifi c, together with a disappointing lack of publications in the 
1950s, prevented this. In fact, he came to regard his work as a constitu-
tional adviser to a number of emergent Pacifi c states as more important 
than writing history.

Although it is well known that Davidson was the ‘father of Pacifi c 
history’, its fi rst professor anywhere in the world, creator of a lively 
department at ANU, and founder of the Journal of Pacifi c History, his role 
as the progenitor of ‘the Expansion of Europe’ is not properly recognised 
– truly a case of a prophet being without honour in his own land. He 
staked his claim in his inaugural lecture in Canberra (November 1954):

the substitution of the broadly defi ned framework of European expansion for the 
limited one of imperial history represents a major advance. I think, too, that it 
is an advance which historians are becoming willing to make. Ten years ago, I 
was able to suggest to the Faculty of History in the University of Cambridge that 
‘The Expansion of Europe’ (defi ned in terms similar to those which I have used 
here) should be included as a subject in the Historical Tripos. The suggestion 
fell on fertile ground. The war years themselves had shown how little the old-
 style imperial historians could contribute to an understanding of the changing 
European position in Asia and Africa. And younger members of the university 
who were serving outside Europe were asking, in their letters and in their brief 
re- appearances on leave, questions to which historical research had provided 
no answers. My proposal had come, as I suspected, at the very moment when 
men were prepared to take action. It was accepted; and a year later we began 
teaching the subject to undergraduates. Elsewhere, as inquiries showed, scholars 
had begun thinking along similar lines. If we – or, more particularly, I, as the 
instigator of the proposal – could claim any originality, it was merely in having 
formulated a detailed defi nition a little earlier than others.34

Although Davidson was not averse to self- promotion, there is no 
reason to doubt this account. The expansion of Europe was, then, an 
idea whose time had come, and Davidson was the Cambridge historian 
who saw it fi rst. As he declared, ‘imperial history must give way to the 
history of European expansion’, since imperial history, if it insisted on 
orienting all its material around the imperial factor, ignoring the ‘non-
 imperial setting’ and ‘informal empire’, becomes, indeed, ‘the negation 
of true historical explanation’ (p. 7). Conceptually he acknowledged 
a debt to Hancock35 and Fay; but his old supervisor Walker was not 
unsympathetic to the idea either.36
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While at Cambridge, Davidson was forced by the archaic absurdi-
ties of the supervision system to teach Tudor history, and it cannot be 
claimed that he did it well. Nor, it seems, was he a good lecturer; indeed 
P.E.H. Hair considers that his only redeeming feature was that ‘he fol-
lowed E.E. Rich, who was nearly as bad, in another way’. It was not 
that he was ill- prepared; rather that he seemed ill at ease and not able 
to relate well to the audience. He was more enthusiastic in Expansion 
supervisions, ‘throwing himself into an armchair and curling up with his 
sandals very visible’. Whenever possible, he steered undergraduates into 
the literature on race relations, such as the works of W.E.B. Du Bois 
and Gilberto Freyre. His contemptuous rejection of all forms of racial 
prejudice was already an obvious characteristic even before he went to 
Samoa.37 He was quick to encourage talent among his pupils, such as 
Robinson, Hair, and George Shepperson.38 Shepperson regarded him as 
‘a very kindly and stimulating teacher’, and hoped it would be remem-
bered that ‘he was also one of the post- war pioneers of African studies 
in Britain’. Davidson, in fact, with his unique double role as historical 
innovator and political liberator populus, continues to grow in reputation, 
and this despite his early death at the age of fi fty- seven.39

Davidson had two notable research students in Cambridge. One was 
Angus Ross, a fellow New Zealander (from Otago) who came to King’s 
College to write a thesis on New Zealand’s aspirations in the Pacifi c.40 
The other was Jack Gallagher, who embarked on a study of British colo-
nial policy and West Africa, 1830–86.41 This he abandoned on election 
as a Fellow at Trinity in 1948, in accordance with the old Cambridge 
protocol which held a doctorate to be a second best to a college fellow-
ship. After Davidson left in 1950 Gallagher was appointed to the vacant 
colonial studies lectureship. His fi rst lecture course was on ‘Europe and 
West Africa’ (1948–9). From Michaelmas 1950 Gallagher was also lec-
turing on ‘the British empire’. When E.E. Rich (now elevated to the Vere 
Harmsworth chair) began to devote most of his time to a special subject 
(‘Responsible government in Canada, 1837–54’), from October 1953 
Gallagher took over the basic outline course in ‘Expansion to 1850’. 
R.E. Robinson – who had helped Davidson see his book on Northern 
Rhodesia through the press – fi rst appeared on the podium in Lent 1953 
with ‘British imperialism, 1870–1914’, and, as a lecturer from 1954, 
then continued the Expansion course after 1850. One or other, or some-
times both, of them gave a major part of the outline courses for almost 
the next thirty years. While Robinson tended to lecture mainly (but 
excitingly and with great originality and perception) on Victorian British 
expansion, Gallagher’s all- embracing global range was magnifi cent.

One of the most interesting of the other lecturers was Victor Purcell, 
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who held the fi rst lectureship in Far Eastern history.42 He was generally 
underestimated by undergraduates; a bulky, elderly, and dreary- looking 
don, he was a poor lecturer with a jerky style and he could never attract 
decent audiences. Purcell was, however, a very considerable fi gure. As 
an undergraduate at Trinity (after service in the First World War) his 
interests were largely literary, and he abandoned the Historical Tripos 
in order to join the Malayan Civil Service. Malaya occupied him for 
the years 1921 to 1946. He specialised on its Chinese community, and 
ended as the principal adviser on Chinese affairs for the British adminis-
tration. After the Second World War he was United Nations consultant 
on South- East Asian affairs (1946–8), before returning to Cambridge 
in 1949. Purcell was one of the few Cambridge history dons ever to 
become embroiled in major public controversy, as a bitter opponent of 
General Sir Gerald Templer as high commissioner in Malaya, 1952–4, 
believing him to be ‘terroristic’ and an impediment to a political solution 
to the Malayan Emergency. He made a good case for this view. Purcell 
thought that European powers had provided indispensable services by 
bringing colonial countries into the scientifi c and technological age, 
but that they were not sympathetic enough to colonial nationalism and 
too slow to recognise changing circumstances. Purcell was a man of 
the broadest interests, and prodigiously industrious: he was not just a 
historian and civil servant (in the classic ‘scholar- offi cial’ tradition), but 
‘a controversialist, a raconteur, a traveller, a delightful autobiographer, 
and a poet’.43

By the mid- 1960s new blood was beginning to emerge, together with 
some startling new directions, which led to an increase in the number of 
extra- European options. The teaching team for the next generation was 
assembled. Eric Stokes joined it in October 1963.44 Geoffrey Scammell 
contributed to maritime expansion from an early modernist perspec-
tive from 1966.45 Anil Seal began lecturing in Lent 1963 (‘The growth 
of Indian nationalism, 1857–1947’), followed by me in Easter 1964 
(unimaginatively advertised under ‘Topics in expansion since 1700’, but 
actually exploring racial attitudes, or ‘racism’ as it would now be called). 
After Gallagher’s departure to the Beit chair in Oxford in 1963, his 
lecture course to 1850 was essentially covered by Seal, while I attempted 
to reinforce the century from 1760 to 1860, at which point Robinson 
continued to take over. After Robinson’s departure in 1971 my portion 
was extended to 1914. Seal and I then continued to provide the principal 
outline courses for the rest of the twentieth century.

It had been agreed in March 1963 to move Expansion from Part II 
to Part I in order to develop extra- European studies further; this was 
done in 1966–7. As a result of the conjunction of internal pressures for a 
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fundamental reform of the Tripos, and external pressures arising out of 
the report (1961) by Sir William Hayter (Warden of New College, 1958–
76) recommending a big extension of ‘area studies’ in British universities, 
a new schedule of papers for Part II was agreed in May 1964 for intro-
duction in 1966. There were options in South Asian, Latin American, 
and African history, together with the ‘Commonwealth’. South Asia 
– India for the most part – was in the hands of Stokes and Seal, Spear 
retiring at about this time. They were soon joined by Gordon Johnson 
who held his appointment jointly with the Oriental Studies Faculty. 
Johnson added entrepreneurial skills to his academic laurels (double 
fi rst, Trinity 1963, 1964), making Modern Asian Studies into the leading 
British journal in its fi eld and playing a major role in launching the New 
Cambridge history of India, as well as the Cambridge South Asian series 
of publications.46 In the early 1970s, Stokes brought to Cambridge and 
St Catharine’s C.A. Bayly, Gallagher’s star research student in Oxford; 
Bayly began lecturing in 1975.47 Meanwhile, D.A. Brading (a Pembroke 
double fi rst, 1959, 1960), who had done his doctoral research in London 
under R.A. Humphreys, was appointed to the Latin American lecture-
ship formerly held by John Street and Christopher Platt; Brading began 
lecturing in 1974. Mexico was his particular interest.48

From 1965 I assisted Robinson with a pilot course on African history. 
In the following year we were greatly helped by the advent of John 
Lonsdale and Sydney Kanya- Forstner (a Fellow of Gonville and Caius 
College, 1965–72), but it was still all rather makeshift until the real 
Africanist experts were ready to take over: Lonsdale himself, together 
with, briefl y, the formidable Ivor (‘Asante’) Wilks, and then from 1971 
John Iliffe. The ‘two Johns’ were, like Seal and Hyam slightly earlier, 
a pair of age- mates with double fi rsts. (Iliffe in fact had a starred fi rst, 
1961).

The new Commonwealth paper fi tted awkwardly into this scheme, 
but had (understandably) been insisted on by Professor Mansergh – the 
fi rst Smuts professor, who arrived in 1953 – whose fi eld it was. Although 
conceptually it grew out of the toe- hold in English constitutional history, 
it was also perceived as an Oxford cuckoo in the nest. The Oxford model 
was thought to be too document- orientated, ‘whiggish’, and celebratory. 
Few of us in Cambridge believed the ‘Commonwealth’ was abstractable 
from larger unities or in itself a satisfactory organising concept for study. 
A symptomatic problem was its tendentious and teleological opening 
date, fi xed precisely at 1839, thus implying Lord Durham’s report was 
its approved foundation charter. The unsoundness of this approach was 
soon to be exposed by Ged Martin in The Durham Report and British 
policy: a critical essay (Cambridge, 1972). (Martin was probably the 
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only student of Expansion who chose to make the white colonies his 
fi eld.) However, as the recent development of ‘British world’ studies 
has proved, there clearly was a theoretical case for keeping the history of 
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and ‘white supremacist’ South Africa 
going in Cambridge through the Commonwealth paper. In any case it 
would have been dangerous to initiate radical changes, since this would 
involve public debate which might result in the loss of this ‘slot’ for 
extra- European history. The paper was given a lift when Jack Gallagher 
lectured for it in the 1970s. Over the years valuable contributions 
were periodically made by research Fellows such as Ged Martin, B.R. 
Tomlinson, and T.N. Harper (all of them at Magdalene College), and 
by distinguished Smuts visiting Fellows like Angus Ross, G.C. Bolton, 
J.D.B. Miller, Rodney Davenport, P.S. Gupta, and R.V. Kubicek. That 
the paper survives at all today is largely due to Anthony Low, who, 
shortly before he retired as Smuts professor, injected into it new themes 
vulgarly known as ‘the fours Ss’ – science, sport, sex, and society – thus 
making it more attractive if not actually fashionable. In 2002 the paper 
was redeveloped as ‘The British Empire and Commonwealth from 1780 
to the present day’.

The Expansion paper had always been overloaded, and, as the pos-
sibilities of reading a sound literature on the twentieth century devel-
oped, there was frustration too. With some misgivings about fracturing 
the unity of the subject, a new paper called ‘The Third World’ from 
about 1918 (popularly referred to as ‘The West and the rest’) was split 
off from it. First examined in 1978, it took several years to settle down. 
Its content was not easy to defi ne and make coherent, while too many 
weaker students supposed it to be a trendy soft option, which it certainly 
was not.

One other opportunity existed for extra- European history in the 
Tripos, and that was the fi nal- year special subject.49 Among the earli-
est on offer were American and Canadian ones. Temperley in the later 
1920s devised a special subject on ‘Secession and the preservation of 
the United States, 1820–65’. In the mid- 1930s J.R.M. Butler mounted 
one on ‘The evolution of self- government in British North America, 
1837–54’, which was re- run by Rich twenty years later. Meanwhile 
Professor Walker had opened up a more unusual opportunity with ‘The 
unifi cation of South Africa, 1895–1910’, which ran from 1938 to 1941. 
Since 1950 it has been the convention that there should always be at 
least one extra- European special subject and usually there are two; they 
normally run for fi ve years. From 1951, Victor Purcell put on no fewer 
than three successive special subjects: Sino- British relations, 1834–42, 
the Boxer Rebellion, and the British in Malaya, 1867–1909. The 1960s 
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opened with Mansergh’s lucid and authoritative ‘Anglo- Irish settle-
ment, 1922–25’; and in the mid- 1960s Spear introduced the fi rst Indian 
special, centering on the years 1818 to 1835. Stokes followed this with 
a rather technical approach to the ‘Great Indian Mutiny and Rebellion’. 
More accessible was Gordon Johnson’s special subject on the collapse 
of the Mahratta empire in India, ‘British expansion in an Asian politi-
cal system, 1802–20’, which ran for many years from the mid- 1970s. 
Concurrently, G.V. Scammell offered ‘The establishment of Portuguese 
Power in Asia, 1550–55’. The fi rst Africanist special was Iliffe’s on 
Buganda (1978).

One other special subject, at fi rst sight somewhat tangential, must 
be mentioned. This was ‘British interests and politics and the Peace of 
Paris, 1759–63’, given between 1957 and 1962 by the remarkable Betty 
Behrens, whose principal interest was the ancien régime in Europe.50 This 
was in fact a very cleverly designed post- Namierite ‘imperial and naval’ 
topic. It certainly taught me most of what I know about the eighteenth-
 century empire, and it also inspired a most important piece of research 
on India by a pupil of Miss Behrens at Newnham College, Pamela 
Nightingale (see below, p. 491).

III

The ‘doctor of philosophy’ research degree was introduced at Cambridge 
in the early 1920s. The Cambridge Historical Journal was launched in 
1923. But in the period before the Second World War Cambridge had 
nothing to compare with Professor A.P. Newton’s imperial history 
research group in London, and its associated series of ‘Imperial Studies’ 
published by Longman (nineteen volumes, 1927–42).51 Cambridge 
research students ploughed very lonely furrows until in 1958 Nicholas 
Mansergh founded the Seminar in Commonwealth and European 
Expansion, the forerunner of today’s World History Seminar.52 With 
his Oxford and London background, he was well aware of the extent to 
which Cambridge had fallen behind in providing a forum for research 
students and visiting scholars. This was of wider historic importance as 
the very fi rst open research seminar in the History Faculty, as opposed 
to private after- dinner gatherings like those organised by Kitson Clark 
for his own pupils. It anticipated Elton’s famous Tudor Seminar by 
two years (no doubt to the chagrin of that inveterate enemy of extra-
 European history). Robinson and Gallagher pitched in fairly often, 
but it was essentially Mansergh’s show, and it met in his rooms in St 
John’s. In the early years nearly all the papers were given by research 
students.
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The pre- war generation of research students included some well-
 known names, including Victor Kiernan, J.W. Davidson, and the 
Canadian G.S. Graham, who spent two years in Trinity, working under 
Holland Rose on British policy in Canada, 1774–94 (PhD 1929);53 
T.G.P. Spear, working on the English social life of the nabobs in 
eighteenth- century India, under Dr W.A.J. Archbold (PhD 1931); Victor 
Purcell, studying Western education in modern China (PhD 1935); 
W.O. Aydelotte on Bismarck’s dispute with Britain over South- West 
Africa, supervised by Temperley (PhD 1935);54 also with Temperley 
(and later Walker) was Sybil E. Crowe of Girton, who found it diffi cult 
to defi ne a topic within late nineteenth- century colonial issues, but even-
tually settled very successfully for the Berlin West African Conference 
(PhD 1939).55 One of the earliest pieces of research was on the occu-
pation of the Falkland Islands after 1770 (by W.G. Down, PhD 1927, 
supervised by Holland Rose). Another intriguing thesis was presented 
by R.A. Humphreys (double fi rst, 1928, 1929)56 on ‘Lord Shelburne 
and British imperialism’, rather oddly supervised by Professor Sir Ernest 
Barker (PhD 1932, apparently unknown to Harlow, the examiners being 
Benians and Professor Newton). After taking a double fi rst (1934, 1935) 
J.H. Parry embarked on a study of Spanish colonial government (PhD 
1940), starting off in Harvard under R.B. Merriman and returning under 
Walker, who cannot have been much help (there is no acknowledgement 
in the thesis of a supervisor). Parry enterprisingly used the Seville Archive 
of the Indies, and the Mexican National Archives. Michael Greenberg 
(another double fi rst, 1935, 1936) exploited the Jardine, Matheson 
Papers in the University Library to elucidate the opening of China in 
the early nineteenth century, supervised by Professor Sir John Clapham 
(PhD 1949, but never deposited).57 One notable Cambridge product of 
this period was C. Northcote Parkinson,58 but his Tripos results (1931–
2) were poor and he went off to London to be supervised by Newton on 
trade in the eastern seas. H.S. Ferns, a Canadian, also began research 
before the war, after taking a distinction in Part II in 1938, but was inter-
rupted by the war; his supervisors on British enterprise in Argentina in 
the nineteenth century were C.R. Fay and the professors of economic 
history, Clapham and Postan (PhD 1951).59

Then came the war. A considerable number of undergraduates took 
Part I before war service, returning afterwards to take Part II. They 
included Gallagher (1939, 1946), Robinson (1941, 1946), Shepperson 
(English 1942, History 1947),60 K. Ballhatchet (1942, 1947),61 J.D. 
Fage (1941, 1946), and R.A. Oliver (English 1942, History 1946). 
Scammell had his Part I preparation interrupted. Not all of these 
managed double fi rsts under these trying circumstances, but those who 
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did were Gallagher, Shepperson, and Ballhatchet. Not all stayed to do 
their research in Cambridge, but all of them were deeply infl uenced 
by their wartime experiences. For example, George Shepperson had 
Nyasalanders under his command in Burma. Geoffrey Scammell, after 
serving with the Royal Navy in Palestine, Goa, Malaya, and the eastern 
seas, returned to Cambridge and became a medieval research student 
working on Crusader castles under Dr R.C. Smail, but the ‘call of the 
East’ gradually took over, converting him into an early extra- Europeanist. 
As Fage has observed, whether or not ex- servicemen precipitated nation-
alist protest in Africa, they certainly boosted the academic study of 
Africa and the empire.62

John Fage may indeed stand as an archetype for this war- split genera-
tion.63 He was a Scholar of Magdalene College. His interests decisively 
switched from medieval European history after he had spent two years 
training as a Royal Air Force pilot in Southern Rhodesia, where he was 
thrilled by the Victoria Falls, and fascinated by Bulawayo (‘a dusty, 
glaring mid- West American sort of place’). He saw much of southern 
Africa, East Africa, and Madagascar. After the war he knew precisely 
what he wanted to do, which was to fi nd out why Southern Rhodesia got 
control of its black population with internal self- government in 1923. 
Thus he became one of the fi rst students of the Expansion of Europe 
paper introduced in October 1945. Obtaining a Bartle Frere Exhibition 
– but pipped by Gallagher to the Holland Rose studentship – he started 
research under Benians, and then transferred to Walker. Both his super-
visors liked his intelligence, keenness, industry, and pleasantness as a 
man. Walker also admired his sense of humour and skill at map- making 
– which was to bear important fruit as An atlas of African history (1957, 
1978) – to say nothing of his ability to ‘handle a fairly complicated subject 
fi rmly’. Benians singled out his ‘breadth of view, power of planning and 
arrangement, and sound critical judgement’. On the strength of such 
references, Magdalene elected him to a bye- fellowship, and, exception-
ally, extended his tenure.64 One of his tutors, F.McD.C. Turner (brother 
of the principal of Makerere), considered Fage to be ‘one of the best, if 
not the best pupil I have ever had’ (in twenty years): he was ‘capable 
of quite exceptionally acute analysis, and combines great thoroughness 
with balance and lucidity’. On completing his thesis (examined by Rich 
and Hancock), Fage decided not to try to pursue an academic career in 
Cambridge,65 because a teaching fellowship would yield at most £400 a 
year and, being now married, he did not consider this would be enough. 
Instead, he took a lectureship at Achimota in the Gold Coast, which 
paid more than twice as much. (The University College of Rhodesia and 
Nyasaland did not open until 1955, otherwise he would have sought to 
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go there.) To begin with at Achimota he lectured out of his Cambridge 
notes on Expansion, but quickly turned himself into a pioneer Africanist. 
He was the effective founder of its department of history.

Meanwhile, Fage’s future collaborator, Roland Oliver of King’s, 
who started out as a church historian, was working under the profes-
sor of ecclesiastical history, Norman Sykes, on missionary activity in 
East Africa. Presumably not encountering much opposition, in 1948 
he secured a lectureship at the School of Oriental and African Studies 
in London on ‘the tribal history of East Africa’. His well- rounded 
thesis was examined by Benians and Jack Simmons (of Oxford and 
Leicester).66

Robinson was long remembered in the annals of the Degree 
Committee. Supervised by Walker, he set a record for the number of 
changes of title, wobbling between ‘native policy’, ‘governance’, ‘trustee-
ship’, and ‘political and administrative development’ for a range of shift-
ing geographical locations and dates. Eventually he settled on ‘The Trust 
in British Central Africa, 1889–1948’ (PhD 1950). He created further 
sensations by citing documents well within the government’s ‘fi fty- year 
rule of access’ (more or less: in 1948 records were open only to 1902), or 
any other. As a result, his examiners (Benians, and Miss Perham, replac-
ing Sir Reginald Coupland, who had fallen ill) had to be given security 
clearance in order to read it, were not allowed to check references, and 
the thesis, when deposited, was put under embargo and could not be 
read by anybody, including the members of the Degree Committee 
who had formally passed it. This all came about because Robinson as a 
research offi cer in the African Studies Branch of the Colonial Offi ce had 
secretly read these documents; the thesis was duly completed with the 
connivance of his powerful patron, Andrew Cohen, who was head of the 
African department at the time. The substance of the thesis Robinson 
eventually published in the Festschrift for Mansergh.67

Three more research students after the war began research on India 
with Dr. T.G.P. Spear. Eric Stokes (double fi rst, 1947, 1948) studied 
Utilitarian infl uences in the making of British Indian policy, 1820–40 
(PhD 1952). Hugh Tinker started on ‘local self- government in India, 
1870–1939’ but transferred to London.68 Maurice Cowling abandoned 
‘British social policy in India, 1860–1910’, and turned to British domes-
tic politics instead. Two students worked on the Far East under Victor 
Purcell. James Ch’eng investigated the Taiping Rebellion, using Chinese 
sources (PhD 1950).69 Nicholas Tarling tackled British policy towards 
the Dutch and indigenous princes in Malaya in the half- century before 
1871 (PhD 1956).70 A handful of Cambridge graduates without fi rsts 
went off to do research elsewhere, often producing work of exceptional 
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quality. These included W.D. McIntyre (Peterhouse),71 Roger Anstey72 
and J.E. Flint of St John’s,73 W.D. Tordoff of Magdalene,74 (J.)R. Gray of 
Downing,75 and T.H. Beaglehole of King’s.76 Another point to notice is 
that some graduate students who did not do research at all, or not within 
the imperial fi eld, later made a name for themselves in it, for example 
W.H. Morris-Jones,77 John Omer- Cooper,78 Anthony Kirk- Greene,79 
H.R.C. Wright,80 Frank Welsh,81 Piers Brendon82 (and somewhat later, 
David Cannadine83). One of the star performers in the Historical Tripos 
in the late 1950s, J.M.D. Elvin of King’s, learned classical Chinese as a 
graduate student, and later became professor of Chinese history at the 
School of Pacifi c and Asian Studies, ANU Canberra.84

Three notable dissertations were written in the 1960s, from very dif-
ferent perspectives, by Pamela Nightingale (née Bottoms), Anthony 
Reid, and Ged Martin. Nightingale’s path- breaking work on British 
commercial expansion in India in the late eighteenth century was written 
before the publication of Professor P.J. Marshall’s main studies and was 
supervised by Spear (PhD 1964). Reid, a New Zealander at King’s, was 
the fi rst Cambridge student to specialise on Indonesia, studying the 
contest for North Sumatra, 1858–88, and he was Purcell’s last protégé 
(PhD 1965).85 My undergraduate pupil Ged Martin’s investigation of 
British policy in the years before Canadian Confederation showed how 
the study of mid- Victorian colonial politics could be reinvigorated; he 
was supervised by the American constitutional expert Professor J.R. Pole 
(PhD 1972).86

By the end of the 1950s, however, most research students were 
gravitating to the Mansergh–Robinson–Gallagher research axis, where 
the pattern of investigation was beginning to assume some coherence. 
Before the mid- 1950s, it was highly unusual to become a Cambridge 
research student in history unless one was a high- fl yer intending to 
pursue an academic career in Cambridge. The Cambridge Historical 
Journal was the principal vehicle for publication, and it was a tightly 
enclosed world as far as examiners were concerned too. With the advent 
of free state education from primary to PhD level under the 1944 
Education Act, and with the increase in the 1960s of the number of new 
universities, many more young men and women decided to embark on 
research degrees, leading to a considerable expansion in their numbers. 
Before the war there had been fewer than 300 research students in 
history at any one time; by 1960 this had risen to 1,200, and by 1970 
numbers had doubled to 2,400; while the number of university teachers 
of history almost doubled in the 1960s (from 800 to 1,500).87 The lifting 
of restrictions on access to government archives, fi rst to a fi fty- year rule 
and then to a thirty- year rule of access, also enhanced the opportunities 
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for genuinely original research for the post- 1960 generations. These two 
factors enabled research supervisors to construct interlocking patterns 
of investigation among their pupils in a way never previously possible.

Robinson assigned to one of his earliest students the crucial task of 
studying Palmerston’s African policy: Robert Gavin’s thesis on this 
(PhD 1959) underpinned much of the earlier part of Africa and the 
Victorians.88 He set D.G. Hoskin to work on the interactions between 
the Egyptian and Irish crises, but this proved to be too large a topic; 
the resulting dissertation (PhD 1964) on the ‘genesis and signifi cance 
of the 1886 Home Rule split’ in the Liberal Party is still cited (though 
Hoskin himself died young). Robinson steered Bernard Porter and 
me into investigating the opposite sides of the imperial policy coin: 
Porter on left- wing critics (PhD 1967),89 and myself on Liberals in 
government (African policy, 1905–9: PhD 1963). From Harvard, T.R. 
Metcalf worked under Robinson on trusteeship in India and the impact 
of the Mutiny (PhD Harvard 1959).90 The next wave of research-
ers was decidedly Africanist: J.M. Lonsdale on the conquest of the 
Nyanza Province of Kenya (PhD 1964); John Iliffe on German admin-
istration in Tanganyika (PhD 1965);91 A.S. Kanya- Forstner (whom 
Robinson supervised jointly with Gallagher) on the French conquest of 
western Africa (PhD 1965).92 Robinson’s fi rst African pupils included 
G.M.P. Bakhiet on the Sudan (PhD 1965), O. Omisini working on 
tropical development in West Africa, 1880–1906 (PhD 1968), and B.E. 
Kipkorir on educational policy in Kenya (PhD 1970) – none of these 
were published as books. (Kipkorir became Kenyan ambassador to the 
United States.)

Not all Robinson’s 1960s undergraduate pupils at St John’s remained 
with him. For example, M.J. Twaddle93 and A.J. Stockwell94 went to 
London, while A.N. Porter was supervised by Hinsley (who had a special 
interest in the causes of war) on the background to the South African 
War (PhD 1971).95 Most of those with South African interests tended 
to gravitate towards Mansergh. Apart from myself, D.J. Denoon also 
had both Robinson’s and Mansergh’s guidance, while working on recon-
struction in the Transvaal after the war.96 C.F. Goodfellow published 
his thesis on Great Britain and South African Confederation, 1870–1881 in 
1966; his tragic death shortly afterwards deprived the second volume of 
the Oxford history of South Africa of two chapters, considerably weakening 
its political backbone.97 Mansergh also looked after N.G. Garson from 
Witwatersrand who was investigating Swaziland and regional geopolitics 
in the partition era.98 Mansergh’s other main research areas were Ireland 
and Canada. His students on Irish problems included David Steele 
(Gladstone’s 1870 Land Act: PhD 1963), and David Fitzpatrick (Irish 
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politics, 1913–21: PhD 1975).99 P.G. Wigley100 and N. Hillmer101 took 
successive chronological portions of Anglo- Canadian relations between 
the wars (PhDs, 1971, 1975).

Gallagher’s fi rst graduate student was (probably) Oliver MacDonagh, 
working on Irish emigration,102 but his most celebrated research student 
was Anil Seal, who also became Fellow of Trinity. Half- Indian, half-
 Hungarian, Seal swiftly produced an elegant and powerfully argued 
account of the origins of Indian nationalism which transformed our 
understanding of Indian politics (PhD 1962).103 Later in his career Seal 
proved to be a brilliantly successful fundraiser, thus adding an immeas-
urably important further contribution to Commonwealth studies. There 
was considerable inter- penetration between Gallagher’s pupils and 
Seal’s, and the combined group did indeed build up together an identifi -
able school of Cambridge Indianists, who rescued Indian history from 
its earlier simplicities. The ‘school’ tended to see Indian politics in terms 
of elites, factions and local self- interest groups, and the mainsprings of 
political action in power struggles. This could only be controversial and 
the results were not always easy to read.104 Nevertheless many impor-
tant monographs emerged, and the guiding hand of Seal was apparent 
in many of them. The group included many now senior people, such 
as Gordon Johnson (Seal’s fi rst research student), Judith Brown,105 
B.R. Tomlinson,106 Rajnarayan Chandavarkar,107 David Washbrook,108 
Francis Robinson,109 and Ayesha Jalal,110 together with C.J. Baker, 
Richard Gordon, Christine Dobbin, David Page, Rajat K. Ray, Claude 
Markovits, Ian Copland, and Basudev Chatterji. Many of these con-
tributed to the two volumes of collected essays which appeared in 1973 
and 1981, to which the reader is referred for further details,111 although 
we may highlight here the bursting upon the scene in the mid- 1970s of 
the ‘Washbaker’ phenomenon. Both Washbrook and Baker published 
in 1976 their theses on Indian politics, on Madras (1870 to 1920) and 
South India (1920 to 1937) respectively, having the previous year col-
laborated on a study of political institutions and political change in 
south India (between 1880 and 1940). Baker, before leaving the fi eld 
for a business career, published perhaps the best of all the books of the 
‘Cambridge school’, An Indian rural economy, 1880–1955: the Tamilnad 
countryside (Oxford, 1984). Associated with these Indianists was Keith 
Jeffery, who amplifi ed the defence aspects of Gallagher’s theme, ‘the 
crisis of empire, 1919–22’, with a study of Sir Henry Wilson (PhD 1978) 
before taking up more defi nitely Irish history in its imperial setting.112

The Indianists gathered around Eric Stokes produced a solid and inte-
grated corpus of studies of mainly nineteenth- century Indian agrarian 
history: of rural society, revenue collection, and demographic change. 
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They included Neil R.F. Charlesworth (PhD 1974: western India), Mrs 
Ratnalekha Ray (PhD 1974: Bengal), Clive Dewey (PhD 1973: agrarian 
indebtedness generally), Chittabrata Palit (PhD 1975: Bengal), Peter 
J. Musgrave (PhD 1976: United Provinces), Simon J. Commander 
(PhD 1980: northern India). In addition, Ernest C.T. Chew studied Sir 
Alfred Lyall (PhD 1970), and Susan Bayly (S.B. Kaufmann) wrote upon 
popular Christianity in south India (PhD 1980). Susan Bayly spoke for 
the entire group in recording her debt to Stokes as ‘a sparkling, inspiring 
and generous PhD supervisor’.113

The story of the development of Africanist research under Lonsdale 
and Iliffe belongs mainly to the post- 1981 period, but one of the earli-
est and brightest of Lonsdale’s pupils was R.D. Waller (double fi rst, 
Peterhouse, 1968, 1969), the pioneer in Cambridge of African oral 
history (PhD 1978). When Waller asked the permission of the Degree 
Committee to add specimen oral texts as appendices to his thesis, exclu-
sive of the word- limit, Professor Elton led the attack: how could exam-
iners verify the evidence, and how were they to know the texts had not 
been concocted by the candidate? Professor Walter Ullmann saved the 
day for the future of Cambridge African history. ‘What’s the problem?’, 
he expostulated with Germanic high drama, ‘all my sources are forger-
ies!’ (he was professor of medieval ecclesiastical history).114

IV

It seems reasonable to conclude that a great deal of valuable and inno-
vative research was undertaken by doctoral candidates in Cambridge 
in the period before 1981, and especially since 1945. This covered a 
broad spectrum, from imperial policy- making to informal enterprise in 
Latin America and China. Cambridge intellectual initiatives have also 
helped to improve the historiography of all parts of the empire, from 
South Africa to Samoa, from Ireland to India, from Canada to Kenya, 
from New Zealand to Namibia, from Malaya to Sudan. Finally, it 
may be noted that the seven volumes of the Cambridge history of Africa 
began to come off the presses in 1975, and the twelve volumes of the 
Cambridge history of China in 1978. Nor would they be the last in the 
extra- European fi eld.

The shifts of interest over the past seventy years since the establish-
ment of the Vere Harmsworth chair emerge clearly. The eighteenth 
century attracted most of the earliest attention, and gave some justifi -
cation for the chair’s orientation towards naval history. The immedi-
ate post- war generation moved into the nineteenth century, and those 
with overseas war service or national service behind them often had an 
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interest awakened in Afro- Asian history. John Lonsdale and myself were 
the last of the conscripts: Lonsdale served with the King’s African Rifl es 
in Kenya, with intellectual results plain to see; I served with the Royal 
Air Force in deepest Herefordshire and never saw an aeroplane – the 
infl uence of this experience is not so readily apparent. Serious work in 
twentieth- century archives only became possible from 1958 (when the 
fi fty- year rule was established), but was enthusiastically embraced. And 
then area studies boomed, though they have recently retreated a little, 
at least as far as undergraduate interests are concerned, since British 
and Western European history have staged a comeback we had not 
expected.

Many of our immediate ancestors were intensely ambitious to reach 
beyond their historical investigations. They became involved in affairs of 
state, and they were keen to train the next generation of leaders, whether 
administrative or academic. Indeed, training some of the former was 
unavoidable, for so long as the Colonial Service Courses remained in 
Cambridge.115 The events of empire were often experienced by them 
as ‘near realities, not as distant phenomena or issues in high politics’, 
whether it was Mansergh as a boy of eight in County Tipperary hearing 
the shots which killed two policemen at Soloheadbeg on 29 January 
1919, the episode which heralded the opening of the Irish War of 
Independence;116 or Purcell struggling to protect the interests of the mui 
tsai, the Chinese prostitutes in Malaya;117 or Robinson and Fage learn-
ing to fl y in Rhodesia, or Hinsley at Bletchley Park arranging to sink the 
Bismarck. Several of them served in Whitehall departments: Mansergh 
again (Dominions Offi ce), Davidson, and Robinson. Davidson repre-
sented the apotheosis of ‘participant history’ (as he himself called it), for 
in his case it even came to displace the primacy of the academic role.118

‘Imperial history’, Sir Christopher Bayly has reminded us, ‘has always 
been intensely political.’119 Historians have seldom been able to disjoin 
themselves completely from contemporary issues or the perceived place of 
empire in the scheme of things, let alone fashionable theories and meth-
odologies. Not unnaturally, the politics of Cambridge imperial histori-
ans has ranged over the entire gamut, from true- blue right- wingers and 
freemasons (like Rich) to ‘green- pillarbox’ Irish nationalists, and from 
persistent Marxists (Kiernan) to lapsed communist fellow- travellers; just 
as religious standpoints have embraced regular church- goers – not all to 
be insensitively lumped together as ‘High Anglicans’, as Robinson was 
apt to do – like Holland Rose, Mansergh, and Stokes, as well as quiet 
agnostics and lapsed Catholics (not quite the same thing either). It is 
broadly true to say that in Cambridge imperial historiography, as in so 
much else, the Second World War was a great divide. While the empire 
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seemed to be a going concern, historians found it important to study 
how it was run; in the era of decolonisation they strove to understand 
the growth of nationalism and the dynamics of imperial collapse; just 
as today, bombarded with exogenous infl uences, we have won through 
(if that is the right expression) to post- colonial theory, globalisation, 
sex and gender issues, the cultural imperative, and the linguistic turn. 
Before the Second World War, Cambridge imperial historians tended 
to admire – though not, in the Oxonian way, to celebrate – the empire. 
Since the war, attitudes have been quintessentially ambivalent, and in 
my judgment almost uniformly so. Indeed, it is impossible to see how it 
could reasonably be otherwise, since scholarship reveals elements both 
good and bad in Britain’s imperial performance. We are also likely to be 
agreed that, with all its complex variety and opportunities to enter into 
other, non- European worlds, we have had bequeathed to us – if rather 
haphazardly – as Gallagher once put it, ‘such a wonderful subject’.120
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vol. 12 (1969), pp. 190–3; and she criticised Hancock for some ‘scissors 
and paste’ writing (Louis, ‘Sir Keith Hancock and the British empire: the 
Pax Britannica and the Pax Americana’, English Historical Review, vol. 
120 (2005), p. 950, n. 60, or p.1014 in his collected essays). See also 
Noel Annan, The dons: mentors, eccentrics and geniuses (1999), pp. 245–55; 
Jonathan Steinberg, ‘Based on fact but told like a novel’: the historical legacy of 
C.B.A. Behrens (a memorial lecture, Newnham College, Cambridge, 1989); 
Jonathan Haslam, The vices of integrity: E.H. Carr, 1892–1982 (London and 
New York, 1999), pp. 228–95, passim, for her disastrous marriage in 1966 
to E.H. Carr; and ODNB, vol. IV, pp. 850–1.

 51 This section on research students is based mainly on the History Faculty 
Degree Committee Minute Books, vols. 1–4 (1922–50), and the disserta-
tions index, Manuscripts Room, Cambridge University Library, together 
with personal knowledge. I have usually noted ‘double fi rsts’ obtained as 
an undergraduate, since these are distinctly less common in the academic 
community than doctorates.

 52 Oliver, In the realms of gold, p. 49: ‘I do not think that any research student 
in any of the universities in which I have subsequently taught was ever sub-
jected to quite the tests of self- reliance cultivated in post- war Cambridge.’

 53 G.S. Graham (1903–88), professor of history, Queen’s University, Canada 
(1936–46), Rhodes professor of imperial history, London (1949–70); his 
best- known book is probably Empire of the North Atlantic (Toronto, 1950, 
1959); for assessments, see OHBE, vol. V, pp. 332–4, and ODNB, vol. 
XXIII, pp. 186–7 by John Flint. His seminar at the Institute of Historical 
Research ‘became an engine for the decolonisation of imperial history, 
infl uencing the profession in every country of the Commonwealth’ – he had 
more than two hundred graduate students in university posts, including 
Kenneth Dike and Jacob Ajayi.

 54 Published as Bismarck and British colonial policy: the problem of South- West 
Africa, 1883–1885 (Philadelphia, 1937). Aydelotte subsequently moved into 
British parliamentary history and quantifi cation.

 55 Published as The Berlin West African Conference, 1884–1885 (1942): ‘still the 
standard work’ (A.D. Roberts, OHBE, vol. V, p. 470), which ‘convincingly 
demolished many nostrums’ (J.E. Flint, ibid., p. 455).

 56 R.A. Humphreys, OBE, DLitt (1907–99), professor of Latin American 
history, London (1948–74), president of the Royal Historical Society 
(1964–8).

 57 Published as British trade and the opening of China, 1800–1842 (Cambridge, 
1951).

 58 C. Northcote Parkinson, famous for Parkinson’s Law: the pursuit of progress 
(1958); published his thesis as Trade in the eastern seas (Cambridge, 1937); 
professor of history at Singapore (1950–8); author of British intervention in 
Malaya, 1867–1870 (Singapore, 1960); recreations ‘painting, travel, sailing, 
badminton’.
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 59 H.S. Ferns (1913–92), professor of political science, Birmingham (1961–
81), thesis published as Britain and Argentina in the nineteenth century 
(Oxford, 1960); recreations, ‘journalism, idling, pottering about’.

 60 G.A. Shepperson, CBE (b. 1922), King’s African Rifl es (1942–6); emeri-
tus professor of Commonwealth and American history, Edinburgh; author 
(with T. Price), Independent African: John Chilembwe and the origins, setting 
and signifi cance of the Nyasaland Rising of 1915 (Edinburgh, 1958, 5th edn 
1987, reissued 2001). See also p. 5 above.

 61 K. Ballhatchet, Reader in Indian history at Oxford, then professor at SOAS; 
author of Social policy and social change in western India, 1817–1830 (1957), 
and Race, sex and class under the Raj: imperial attitudes and policies and their 
critics, 1793–1905 (1980).

 62 J.D. Fage, ‘British African studies since the Second World War’, African 
Affairs, vol. 88 (1989), p. 397.

 63 J.D. Fage (1921–2002): lecturer at SOAS, London (1959–63), professor 
of African history, Birmingham (1963–84); with R. Oliver, co- founder and 
co- editor of Journal of African History (1960) and of Cambridge history of 
Africa (7 vols., 1975–86), and co- author of the Penguin short history of Africa 
(1962: seven edns, tr. into German, Italian, Spanish, Catalan, Portuguese, 
Dutch, Finnish, Afrikaans, and Japanese, with sales of several hundred 
thousand); recreation ‘doing things to houses and gardens’. See J.D. Fage, 
‘Refl ections on the genesis of Anglophone African history after World War 
Two’, History in Africa, vol. 20 (1993), pp. 15–26; D.R., ‘John Donnelly 
Fage’, Journal of African History, vol. 27 (1986), pp. 193–201 (Festschrift); 
R. Oliver, ‘John Fage: a personal recollection’, ibid., vol. 44 (2003), pp. 
1–2: the idea of establishing a journal was ‘very fundamental to John’s 
thinking’. Fage’s autobiography To Africa and back (Birmingham, 2002) 
explains how he was ‘mentally and morally quite exhausted’ by the war and 
‘could not recapture the confi dent form’ of his intellectual achievements 
before it (pp. 67–8). His principal book was A history of Africa (1978, 4th 
edn 2002: Hutchinson’s ‘History of human society’ series).

 64 Tutorial Files, Magdalene College Archives, H/FRS/JDF (references from 
Benians, Walker, and Turner, 1946–8). Magdalene bye- fellowships were 
normally for one year only, but in all other respects the same as research fel-
lowships, normally of three years’ duration; at this time the college elected 
to one research fellowship once every three years. Fage was a Bye- Fellow, 
1947–9.

 65 In 1948 Gallagher and Fage gave a joint course of eight lectures on Africa, 
and this pilot scheme became a formal proposal for the Lent Term of 1949, 
with Gallagher down to give the fi rst four lectures on ‘European politi-
cal and economic penetration of West Africa’, and Fage the next four on 
‘European settlement and native problems in Central and East Africa’, CU 
Reporter, vol. 79 (1948–9), p.1072; Fage’s were never given. I’m not sure 
this quite justifi es the claim by A.D. Roberts that these were the fi rst lectures 
on tropical Africa in Cambridge (OHBE, vol.V, p. 477), since Walker had 
anticipated them.

 66 Roland Oliver (b.1923 at Srinagar, Kashmir), published his thesis as The 
missionary factor in East Africa (London, 1952); he spent the war years at 
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Bletchley Park, and after Cambridge, his entire career at the School of 
Oriental and African Studies in London, being professor of the history of 
Africa, 1963–86. He supervised forty- two theses, of which twenty- six were 
published. See M.C., ‘Roland Oliver’, Journal of African History, vol. 29 
(1988), pp. 1–4, special issue in honour of Roland Oliver, and Oliver, In the 
realms of gold.

 67 ‘The moral disarmament of African empire, 1919–1947’, in N. Hillmer and 
P. Wigley, eds., The fi rst British Commonwealth: essays in honour of Nicholas 
Mansergh (London, 1980), pp. 86–104, repr. from JICH, vol. 8.

 68 H.R. Tinker (1921–2000), Scholar of Sidney Sussex College, captain in the 
Indian army (1941–5) serving in Burma, professor of history at Rangoon, 
Cornell, London; director of the Institute of Race Relations (1970–2), pro-
fessor of politics, Lancaster (1977–82); thesis published as The foundations 
of local self- government in India, Pakistan and Burma (1954). He three times 
stood at general elections as a Liberal candidate. Tinker’s son, David, was 
killed in the Falklands War, 1982; three years later Tinker completed A 
message from the Falklands: the life and gallant death of David, Lieutenant RN, 
which became one of the most powerful anti- war classics of the century. See 
Sidney Sussex College Annual (2000), pp. 115–16; ODNB by P. Lyon, vol. 
LIV, pp. 819–21; Who’s Who: recreation – ‘pottering’.

 69 J.C. Ch’eng began his research under Victor Kiernan; his thesis was pub-
lished as Chinese sources for the Taiping Rebellion (Hong Kong, 1963).

 70 [P.]N. Tarling, LittD; thesis fi rst published in Journal of the Malayan Branch 
of the Royal Asiatic Society, vol. 30, no. 3 (1957), repr. as British policy in the 
Malay Peninsula and Archipelago, 1824–1871 (Kuala Lumpur, 1969); emeri-
tus professor of history, University of Auckland; editor of the Cambridge 
history of Southeast Asia (2 vols., 1992).

 71 W. David McIntyre, OBE: emeritus professor of history at the University of 
Canterbury, Christchurch, New Zealand; his London thesis was published 
as The imperial frontier in the tropics, 1865–1875 (1967), a superb study.

 72 R.T. Anstey, who wrote a thesis on the Congo and was the author of The 
Atlantic slave trade and its British abolition, 1760–1810 (1975), died young, the 
fi rst professor of modern history at the University of Kent at Canterbury.

 73 J.E. Flint, professor emeritus of history at Dalhousie University, Nova 
Scotia; his thesis was published as Sir George Goldie and the making of Nigeria 
(1956).

 74 W.D. Tordoff, supervised by G.S. Graham; thesis published as Ashanti 
under the Prempehs, 1888–1935 (Oxford, 1965); author of Government and 
politics in Africa (1984, 1993); professor of politics at Dar es Salaam, Zambia 
and Manchester.

 75 [J.] Richard Gray, professor of African history, University of London, 
1972–89, in succession to Roland Oliver, his former supervisor; author of 
History of the southern Sudan, 1839–1889 (Oxford, 1961).

 76 Tim Beaglehole was the son of J.C. Beaglehole, whose Life he wrote 
(Wellington, 2006); his research supervisor was Kenneth Ballhatchet in 
London, and his thesis was published as Thomas Munro and the development 
of administrative policy in Madras, 1792–1818: the origins of ‘the Munro system’ 
(Cambridge, 1966).
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 77 W.H. Morris- Jones (1918–99), a graduate of LSE working at Christ’s 
College on political thought, supervised by Professor Sir Ernest Barker; 
lieutenant- colonel in the Indian army (1941–6), professor of political 
theory, Durham (1955), professor of Commonwealth history and director, 
Institute of Commonwealth Studies, London, 1966–83. He specialised in 
Indian politics.

 78 John Omer- Cooper was born in Grahamstown and educated at the Rhodes 
University and Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, where he took Part 
II of the Historical Tripos (1955). He became an assistant lecturer at the 
University of Ibadan, pro- vice- chancellor of the University of Zambia, and 
professor of history at the University of Otago, 1974–96. He was the author 
of The Zulu aftermath (1966). See his Tales from the life of a peripatetic histo-
rian: extracts from a valedictory lecture (1996).

 79 A.H.M. Kirk- Greene, CMG, studied at Clare College, Cambridge, Modern 
Languages Tripos, Part I, 1948. He wrote many books on the history of the 
Colonial Service.

 80 H.R.C. Wright, double fi rst (1938, with distinction, 1939); author of East 
Indian economic problems in the age of Cornwallis and Raffl es (1961).

 81 Frank Welsh, author of A borrowed place: the history of Hong Kong (New 
York, 1993, 1997), A history of South Africa (1998), and Great southern land: 
a new history of Australia (2004), all written after a business career.

 82 Piers Brendon, author of The decline and fall of the British empire, 1781–1997 
(2007), Magdalene College 1960–3, and later Fellow of Churchill College, 
where he was Keeper of the Churchill Archives Centre.

 83 David Cannadine, Kt (2009), LittD, FBA, director of the Institute of 
Historical Research, University of London, author of Ornamentalism: how 
the British saw their empire (2001); a Clare College student (double fi rst, 
1971, 1972, starred in Part I, later a Fellow of Christ’s), supervised in Part 
II Commonwealth History by Ged Martin.

 84 J.M.D. Elvin, starred fi rst, 1959 in Part II. Elvin’s research was undertaken 
within the Oriental Faculty; his books include The retreat of the elephants: 
an environmental history of China (Yale, 2004). Jonathan Spence (Clare 
College) was an exact contemporary, who went off to do research at Yale, 
and became an equally famous sinologist.

 85 Nightingale’s thesis was published as Trade and empire in western India 
(Cambridge, 1970). A.J.S. Reid became professor of South- East Asian 
history, Research School of Pacifi c Studies, ANU Canberra. That other 
pioneer Indonesian specialist, Benedict Anderson, read Classics (double 
fi rst, 1956, 1957) at King’s.

 86 G.W. Martin, president of the Cambridge Union, research Fellow of 
Magdalene College (1970–2), director of the Centre of Canadian Studies, 
University of Edinburgh and professor of Canadian studies (to 2001); 
author of Britain and the origins of Canadian Confederation, 1837–1867 
(Basingstoke, 1995).

 87 Sir David Cannadine, Making history, now and then: discoveries, controversies 
and explorations (2008), p. 24.

 88 Gavin’s important thesis remained unpublished, to the detriment of almost 
every biography of Palmerston; something of his approach may, however, 
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be seen in his review article, ‘Palmerston and Africa’, Journal of the Historical 
Society of Nigeria, vol. 6 (Ibadan, 1971), pp. 93–9, criticising Jasper Ridley, 
Lord Palmerston. Gavin taught for many years at Zaria before returning to 
Ulster. With R.A. Betley he edited documents on the Berlin West Africa 
Conference in 1973, and he published Aden under British rule, 1839–1967 
(1975).

 89 B.J. Porter, Fellow of Corpus Christi College, 1966–8; professor of modern 
history, University of Newcastle (1992); thesis published as Critics of empire 
(1968, 2nd edn 2008); author of The lion’s share: a short history of British 
imperialism, 1850–1970 (1975; 4th edn 2004).

 90 Published as The aftermath of revolt: India, 1857–1870 (Princeton, NJ, 
1965): Metcalf had to abandon the fi rst sixty pages of his thesis, as it was 
pre- empted by Stokes, The English Utilitarians and India (Oxford, 1959); 
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University of California, Berkeley.

 91 J.M. Lonsdale, Fellow of Trinity College, and J. Iliffe, LittD, FBA, Fellow 
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 92 Published as The conquest of the Western Sudan: a study in French military 
imperialism (Cambridge, 1969). Kanya- Forster was a Hungarian graduate 
of Toronto.
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see M. Twaddle, ‘Historians and African history’, in D. Rimmer and A. 
Kirk- Greene, eds., The British intellectual engagement with Africa in the twenti-
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 94 A.J. Stockwell, professor of imperial and Commonwealth history, Royal 
Holloway College, University of London, leading historian of Malaya; he 
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 95 Andrew Porter, Rhodes professor of imperial history, King’s College, 
University of London (1993–2008); thesis published as The origins of the 
South African War (Manchester, 1980).

 96 Donald Denoon, professor of Pacifi c history, Australian National University, 
and formerly professor of history, University of Papua New Guinea; thesis 
published as A grand illusion: the failure of imperial policy in the Transvaal 
Colony 1900–1905 (1973).
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n. 24.
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1991 he published a study of Palmerston’s last ten years. D.P.B. Fitzpatrick: 
associate professor of modern history and Fellow of Trinity College, 
Dublin.

100 Published as Canada and the transition to Commonwealth, 1917–1926 
(Cambridge, 1977); lecturer in Commonwealth and Canadian history, 
Edinburgh, before his early death.

101 Published as The in- between time: Canadian external policy in the 1930s 
(Toronto, 1975): professor of history, Carleton University.

102 O.O.G.M. MacDonagh, ‘Irish overseas emigration and the state during the 
great famine’ (PhD 1952). MacDonagh become a Fellow of St Catharine’s 
College, then became more interested in the state than the empire, and went 
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103 Published as The emergence of Indian nationalism: competition and collabora-
tion in the later nineteenth century (Cambridge, 1969); despite its undoubted 
infl uence, a factual account of some of the educational developments was 
anticipated by B.T. McCully, English education and the origins of Indian 
nationalism, in Columbia University Studies in History (New York, 1940).

104 T. Raychaudhuri, ‘Indian nationalism as animal politics’, Historical Journal, 
vol. 22 (1979). pp. 747–63; OHBE, vol. V, pp. 218, 231–2.

105 J.M. Brown, Fellow of Girton College (1968–71), Beit professor of the 
history of the British Commonwealth, Oxford and Fellow of Balliol College 
(1990): leading authority on Gandhi.

106 B.R. Tomlinson, research Fellow of Magdalene College (1978–80), profes-
sor of economic history, University of Strathclyde: his especially important 
pair of articles on ‘India and the British empire’, 1880–1935 and 1935–
1947, appeared in the Indian Economic and Social History Review, vols. 12 
and 13 (1975, 1976).

107 R. Chandavarkar (1954–2006), Fellow of Trinity College, and university 
Reader in Indian history.

108 D. Washbrook, Reader in modern South Asian history and Fellow of St 
Antony’s College, Oxford.

109 Francis Robinson, professor of history of South Asia, Royal Holloway 
College, London.
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Johnson, and A. Seal, eds., Power, profi t and politics in 20th century India: 
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112 Keith Jeffery, LittD, MRIA, professor of history, University of Ulster at 
Jordanstown; thesis published as The British army and the crisis of empire, 
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for the Colonial Service. Lecturers in extra- European history were expected 
to contribute. For example, Walker, Rich, and Gallagher were all involved 
in 1954, and for many years J.H. Plumb (Professor Sir John Plumb) lectured 
on African exploration, using his collection of eighteenth- century travellers’ 
books – in 1952 he published, with C. Howard, West African explorers; see 
also J.D. Fage, To Africa and back, p. 67.

116 N. Mansergh, The unresolved question: the Anglo- Irish Settlement and its 
undoing, 1912–72 (1991), p. 3.

117 Purcell, Memoirs of a Malayan offi cial, pp. 163–4.
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implied that Sir Arthur Gordon, governor of Fiji, New Zealand, and Ceylon, 
should have been able to fulfi l his ambition of becoming Regius professor 
of modern history at Cambridge: ‘Scholarship and the government of colo-
nies’, Historical Studies, Australia and New Zealand, vol. 5 (1953), p. 420.
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18 The Oxford and Cambridge imperial history 
professoriate, 1919–1981: Robinson and 
Gallagher and their predecessors

[Newly written for this volume, this chapter incorporates material on 
Professor Mansergh which fi rst appeared in the Oxford dictionary of 
national biography, vol. XXXVI (2004), and on professors Robinson 
and Gallagher in a review of the second edition of Africa and the 
Victorians (1981), in the Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 
vol. 11 (1983), and in ‘South Africa, Cambridge, and Commonwealth 
history’, Round Table: the Commonwealth Journal of International Affairs, 
vol. 90, no. 360 (2001).
 The aim here is to contribute towards a better understanding of these 
historians, and what they may or may not have achieved, rather than to 
assess their work critically or answer their critics.]

The elite group of Oxford and Cambridge professors of imperial history 
forms a natural unit for historiographical study.1 Oxford was the pioneer 
in the fi eld, both with infrastructure (libraries and scholarships) as well 
as appointments.2 In 1905 the mining magnate Alfred Beit, shortly 
before he died, founded the Oxford professorship and a lectureship in 
colonial history. It was another generation before Cambridge had its 
fi rst (partly) imperial chair. Thereafter there was considerable inter-
 penetration between the two universities. Of the Oxford professors, 
Gallagher, Robinson, and Judith Brown came from Cambridge, while 
Oxford supplied Walker, Mansergh, Fieldhouse, Low, and Bayly to 
Cambridge. Only Gallagher held chairs in both universities. Although 
one could not claim that all the leading British historians of empire in the 
twentieth century were professors at either Oxford or Cambridge, many 
of them were. Even Keith Hancock was at one time Chichele professor 
of economic history at Oxford (1944–9).

I

When the Oxford professorship of colonial history was established, many 
thought the history of the empire ‘a “fancy” subject’, a mere side- track 
of British history (which in Oxford fi nished in 1837). Nevertheless, the 
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fi rst professor, Hugh Egerton, aimed to establish its relevance to modern 
politics, as well as ‘to kindle a beacon, which shall attract young men, 
the trustees of the next generation’. He successfully established what his 
successor Coupland described as a ‘fi t and profi table fi eld for scientifi c 
study’. Egerton’s interest in the subject had been fi red by his experi-
ence as an assistant private secretary to his cousin- by- marriage, Edward 
Stanhope, secretary of state for the colonies, 1886. This led Egerton 
to write A short history of British colonial policy (1897, 9th edn revised, 
1932). He admired Seeley’s Expansion of England, but sought to provide 
a more detailed account. This was followed by a short biography of Sir 
Stamford Raffl es (1900) and an edition of the speeches of Sir William 
Molesworth (1903). In conformity with the historical teaching methods 
of the day, Egerton gave Oxford colonial history a strongly constitutional 
and documentary base. His collection of documents, Canadian consti-
tutional development: selected speeches and despatches (with W.L. Grant, 
1907), long remained on undergraduate reading- lists, for, as he observed 
in his introduction, it would be diffi cult to fi nd another hundred- year 
period anywhere richer in constitutional experience, from military rule 
to self- governing Dominion (p. vii).3

Reginald Coupland held the chair from 1920 to 1950, with the title 
Beit professor of colonial history. Coupland’s original research subject 
was the ancient Greek city- state, but Lionel Curtis was impressed by 
his lively mind, and persuaded him to take the Beit lectureship in 1913 
in succession to himself. Even so, it was still a surprise when Coupland 
was elected as the professor. In his inaugural lecture, he passionately 
urged the relevance of the subject, arguing that the First World War had 
damagingly shown up how ignorant they were about the United States 
of America, and the economic interdependence of the rest of the world, 
especially Africa. He made an eloquent plea for the rising generation 
to fi nd time to study ‘the terrible story’ of what Europeans had done 
in Africa. ‘The outer peoples’, overseas students, should be welcomed 
into the Oxford educational system. The conduct of government affairs 
would benefi t from ‘the scientifi c study of politics’. Coupland identifi ed 
for study what he called the two paramount political problems of the 
time: nationality (or national self- determination), and the transcendent 
problem of colour (for ‘the world is one’). The Commonwealth could 
help to solve both issues, especially ‘the long march to the brotherhood of 
man’, by its redeeming doctrine of trusteeship. But he made a prophetic 
warning (though we would read it now in terms more of Islamist funda-
mentalism than of race): if the ‘untutored multitudes’ were persuaded 
that the East could not profi t from contact with the West, and regarded 
all British action as ‘Satan’s doing’, the result would be a dreadful 
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confl ict, ‘more terribly primitive in its impulses, more inexorable, more 
destructive than any of its predecessors, the authentic Armageddon, 
staining all in blood, and ruining the last hope of civilization’.4

Coupland became a prominent adviser to government, serving on 
royal commissions for India and Palestine, and on the staff of the Cripps 
mission in 1942. He has been described as ‘a proconsul manqué’. As 
well as several books on India, he also wrote on the abolition of the slave 
trade, on Wilberforce, Raffl es, Kirk, and Livingstone. But above all his 
reputation rests on two large- scale books about East Africa: East Africa 
and its invaders (1938), which went down to 1856, and The exploitation 
of East Africa, 1856–1890: the slave trade and the scramble (1939). These 
represented ‘the fi rst attempt by a serious and academic historian to 
reconstruct part of the history of tropical Africa’, and Coupland deserves 
great respect for ‘entering a neglected fi eld’ (John Fage). His long tenure 
of the chair helped to make him a central fi gure in putting colonial 
history on the map in the inter- war period. He believed that nationalist 
aspirations could be fulfi lled within the constitutional structure of the 
empire. He planned a multi- volume history of nationalism in the British 
empire, but he never completed this.5

If Coupland was a beliverer in the moral rectitude of contemporary 
British rule, his successor Vincent Harlow – with the revised title of Beit 
professor of the history of the British empire – pushed even further in 
a religious- moralising direction. A vicar’s son, he was a churchwarden 
and lay reader. Like Coupland, Harlow believed the future of the world 
might hang upon the success of the Commonwealth in the ‘diffi cult art 
of inter- racial co- operation’. Harlow was driven not by the search for 
a meta- narrative or a master- concept, of which he was suspicious, but 
by the need to develop in the Commonwealth some ‘intrinsic merit’, a 
dynamic inspiration. This could be ‘the Christian precept to regard the 
interests of a neighbour as of equal importance with one’s own . . . the 
inescapable fact remains that the hard crust of [national self- interest] 
will never be dissolved by anything short of a spiritual evolution towards 
that absolute standard’. They had to have the courage and humility ‘to 
impregnate politics with religion’. The Commonwealth must be based 
on respect for the ‘moral value of individual liberty’. The Indian demand 
for equality was ‘morally irresistible’. This credo was spelled out to a 
London audience in 1939. When he delivered his Oxford inaugural in 
1950 there was much less in this vein, and more on the problems of 
writing history, but he did revealingly describe the Expansion of Europe 
in terms of ‘Christendom invading the planet’, and the Commonwealth 
as ‘the vindication in corporate action of the absolute value of the spirit 
of man’. His other main message to Oxford was the methodological 
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need for the historian to avoid specialist compartmentalisation, and ‘see 
and present men and their thinking whole’, in other words, to ‘correlate 
the political, religious, economic, and social aspects of human thought 
and behaviour’ in an ‘intimate relationship . . . components of one . . . 
organic unity’. He pointed to the danger that ‘insularity distorts’, and so 
colony and metropole should be regarded as ‘integral to one another’.6

This was valuable teaching as far as it went, but Harlow’s vision 
remained Anglocentric, pervaded with a sense of moral purpose. His 
lectures are remembered as ‘infused with a staunchly Christian interpre-
tation’. His seminars for research students are said to have been ‘more 
than a little serious and morally earnest’, which could seem ‘schoolmas-
terly and suffocating’. Harlow followed Coupland in attaching great 
importance to lecturing the probationers of the Colonial Service course. 
Sometimes he embarrassed them by bursting into tears when talking in a 
fi nal lecture about their noble mission of trusteeship.7

Like many of his generation, Harlow’s early historical interests were 
focused on the seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century West Indies. He 
was Egerton’s last pupil, and under his guidance wrote a big book on 
the history of Barbados.8 His master- work, though, was the two- volume 
The founding of the second British empire, 1763–1793, which had a truly 
global scope. His research uncovered huge amounts of material not 
previously known to historians, and, by his incorporation of China and 
Latin America into the story, he was a pioneer practitioner of the history 
of ‘informal empire’. He was imaginative enough to elucidate several 
general themes, though most of these were quietly dropped or modi-
fi ed in the second volume, after astute criticisms suggested by Richard 
Pares.9 Nevertheless, Harlow’s great work remains one of the fi nest 
achievements of the Oxford imperial historians, 10 and perhaps of a wider 
group as well. (I return to this below, p. 527.)

II

Cambridge is unusual, and may be presumed fortunate, in having two 
established chairs within the fi eld of imperial and Commonwealth 
history. On the other hand, neither chair in its initial shape gave the 
Faculty of History what it wanted, which was a straightforward profes-
sorship of ‘British imperial history’. Nor, originally, did either have any 
discernible relationship with a Tripos paper, so most of the incumbents 
had to fi nd shelter in the tiny and neglected niche in modern English 
constitutional history, where a provision had existed since 1909 that 
examination questions might be set on the constitutional evolution of the 
colonies. This purely permissive regulation is indicative of its inherent 
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tokenism, and it was in the main ignored by students whose narrow 
English- centredness was stretched to the limit by the less easily escaped 
Irish Question.

The fi rst chair was the Vere Harmsworth professorship of naval history, 
established in 1919 by Lord Rothermere (formerly H.S. Harmsworth), 
who later modestly described himself in Who’s Who as ‘interested in 
newspapers’. In fact he was a Fleet Street magnate whose principal prop-
erties were the Daily Mail, the Daily Mirror, and the Sunday Pictorial.11 
Besides the naval chair – a war memorial for a beloved son killed in the 
First World War, while serving with the Royal Naval Division in France 
– he also endowed a chair of American history at Oxford, and the King 
Edward VII chair of English literature at Cambridge. He reserved to 
himself the right to nominate the fi rst naval professor. J. Holland Rose 
was at the time not ostensibly a naval historian, still less an imperial 
one, but it was not at all a bad appointment. Like Seeley before him and 
Dom David Knowles in a later generation, Holland Rose had taken the 
Classical Tripos. He became a Fellow of Christ’s College in 1914, and 
developed skills as a historical biographer and populariser. He wrote 
a two- volume life of William Pitt, and a life of Napoleon which went 
through eleven editions. He contributed chapters on sea- power to the 
Cambridge history of the British empire and other small items on naval 
history, but nothing of the same calibre as his Napoleon biography, 
which held the fi eld in Britain until his death. He founded a student-
ship (1932) in his name to encourage the study of imperial history, 
which remains useful. His best- known pupil, who inherited many of 
his interests, was Gerald Graham, later Rhodes professor in London. A 
colleague described Rose thus: ‘A man of middle height and full fi gure, 
somewhat important in manner and speech, of independent spirit and 
great determination, a Congregationalist in religion, most kind- hearted 
and friendly, fond of society and of children, and systematic in his habits 
of work and exercise. Music, walking, cycling, and his garden were his 
principal recreations.’12 He visited the United States and South Africa 
in 1921 and 1933 on lecture tours. In 1932 he protested against the 
Faculty’s decision to allow lectures to be given on so recent a subject 
as the Russian Revolution.13 He was the model for the Cambridge don 
M.L.H. Gay in C.P.Snow’s Strangers and brothers.

Mindful of the fact that Oxford had the Beit chair since 1905, 
Cambridge badly wanted a professor of imperial history, but no funds 
or endowments appeared to be forthcoming. In October 1932 and 
approaching retirement, Holland Rose himself proposed that his suc-
cessor should be elided into the Vere Harmsworth professor of imperial 
and naval history. Harold Temperley and G.M. Trevelyan (as chairman 
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of the Faculty Board) warmly supported this change of title as the best 
available way forward.14 Rothermere agreed. The intention was that the 
chair would in future be open to one who professed solely (or chiefl y) 
the history of the British empire or naval history: in other words that the 
chair might remain afl oat, or be fi rmly planted on dry land, or become 
daringly amphibious. The Faculty was not only seeking to do more for 
imperial history. It was also concerned about the problem of incorporat-
ing naval history into the Tripos, and argued that it was in fact impos-
sible except under the limited ‘empire’ rubric of constitutional history 
since 1688. Additionally, it seemed likely to be ‘very diffi cult in practice 
to get on all occasions a really competent naval history professor’. All 
these points were made effectively by Trevelyan in the Senate House dis-
cussion. A couple of die- hard opponents made carping noises about the 
downgrading of naval history, but were easily silenced by the reminder 
that Lord Rothermere had agreed.15

Ironically, the fi rst professor elected under the new dispensation was 
one ‘solely professing naval history’, Admiral Sir Herbert Richmond. We 
are unlikely ever again to have a professor who left school at the age of 
thirteen and went to sea as a midshipman in the Royal Navy. Between 
1909 and 1911 Richmond was commander of the Dreadnought. Between 
1926 and 1931 he was commandant of the Imperial Defence College. 
From 1920 onwards he wrote comprehensively on British sea- power and 
strategy in the mid- eighteenth century, most notably a three- volume work 
on The navy in the war of 1739–1748 (1920). He was Vere Harmsworth 
professor for only two years (1934–6) before he had to retire, but he 
then moved from a professorial fellowship at Jesus College to become 
Master of Downing College for the remaining ten years of his life. His 
Ford Lectures (1943) were published in the year of his death, 1946, as 
Statesmen and sea- power. It was a very good book. Richmond was a close 
friend of Trevelyan, who admired him greatly. Since his navy days he 
had been a skilled model- maker, particularly of furniture. And he kept 
bees, ‘but they were prone to sting him, and he not infrequently bore 
their marks and objurgated their unreasonable hostility’.16

Next came Eric Walker, from 1936 to 1951, a London- born Oxford 
man (Merton College). In 1911 he had become the second King 
George V professor of history at Cape Town at the age of twenty- fi ve 
– slightly younger even than Hancock in his fi rst chair at Adelaide.17 
Walker held the oldest independent chair of history in sub- Saharan 
Africa, and he observed ruefully ‘history is . . . red- hot here’.18 On his 
arrival in Cambridge, E.A. Benians (the leading Cambridge imperial his-
torian) secured his election as a professorial Fellow at the rather less red-
 hot St John’s College. Walker remained there until the 1960s, when he 
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fi nally retired to South Africa to be cared for by his daughter. His tenure 
was disrupted not only by the war, but by a severe nervous breakdown, 
between 1944 and 1946, from which he never fully recovered. In his 
younger days, with his abundant fair hair and tall athletic build, he was 
said to have been a ‘veritable Adonis’. In advanced age he was a rugged 
old oak of a fi gure, increasingly known for his impatience.

There were two dominant passions in Walker’s life: rowing and South 
Africa. He was fanatical about the former, and very much the out spoken 
‘white liberal’ on the latter.19 Walker was an early producer of scholarly 
work on its controversial history, writing the lives of prominent men 
such as W.P. Schreiner and Judge J.H. de Villiers. In 1938 he published 
The Great Trek, timed for its centenary celebrations, and fi lling a gap 
which Coupland had identifi ed as one of the ‘unwritten epics of nation-
ality’.20 Walker helped to edit one of the most successful volumes of the 
Cambridge history of the British empire, on South Africa; he did attempt 
to bring Africans into the picture, notably by commissioning C.W. de 
Kiewiet’s brilliant chapter on ‘Social and economic developments in 
native tribal life’. In his own History of South Africa – for decades the 
undisputed principal textbook – he described his theme as ‘the adjust-
ment of the mutual relations’ between ‘Western civilisation, tribal Africa, 
and to a less degree, theocratic Asia’.21 However, he clearly found the 
application of the tripartite theme diffi cult. In the words of his obituarist: 
although he displayed ‘a mastery of detail woven into a closely connected 
narrative . . . where a younger generation were apt to look for more 
critical probings, socio- economic insights and Africanist perspectives, 
Walker kept to his own approach, his own style and his own interpre-
tation’.22 It was, perhaps, a polite way of saying that the enlarged and 
revised 1957 edition of the book,23 and its author, were soon left behind 
by modern historical methods and the march of time itself.

It was a similar story with his general textbook, The British empire: 
its structure and spirit (1943, revised edn 1953). It failed to live up to 
the expectations aroused by his declaration that ‘a group of states and 
dependencies which contains one- fourth of the human race in all its 
varieties from Bushmen of the Stone Age to professors of anthropol-
ogy, presents an unrivalled fi eld for the study of problems that are 
of world- wide importance today’. Nor was there any evidence of his 
promise to bring a new perspective: ‘having lived so long on one of the 
outer marches, I cannot see the Empire quite as it appears to you at the 
centre’.24 The book was an unashamedly Anglo- Saxonist Whiggish nar-
rative. Sound enough for the nineteenth century, the twentieth century 
became a series of disconnected country narratives of political events, 
often only loosely related to imperial issues. In its fi nal version (1953 
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edition), two- fi fths of the book covered the period after 1914. It reads as 
though Walker had used nothing except newspaper reports. Hancock’s 
‘moving frontiers’ were not in evidence. Instead, there was a prophetic 
call to action. Since the disappearance of the empire would be ‘a disaster 
for mankind’, Walker hoped it would continue, changed indeed into a 
federation, but still recognisably ‘the Empire’. The ‘discordant cacoph-
ony’ of the ‘amorphous Commonwealth’ could be voluntarily federated 
into a real government, a benefi cent ‘centre of stability’, to which eventu-
ally the USA and the European democracies might rally in the interests 
of world peace and freedom. The British had, after all, long been ‘great 
political amalgamators’, as well as champions of personal liberty. Walker 
concluded The British empire with a reverential quotation from Smuts 
about freedom as the ‘most ineradicable craving of human nature’ (pp. 
333–7). The idea of the empire as a standard- bearer for liberty, and its 
history as the unfolding story of Freedom, was excusably sharpened (at 
least in the short run) by the experience of the Second World War, and 
even Hancock was not immune to it. But Walker’s continuing commit-
ment to the Edwardian chimera of ‘imperial federation’ seems eccentric. 
The ecclesiastical style adds to the impression: it was a bit late by 1953 
to speak of the empire as sustained by ‘faith, hope and charity’, or of the 
USA as its ‘colossal fl ying buttress’ (p. 244).

Walker encouraged his research students to drop in for tea on Sunday 
afternoons. His star pupil, the New Zealander ‘Jim’ Davidson, did this 
regularly, fi nding Walker and his wife ‘both delightfully unpretentious 
people’, whose greatest pleasure seemed to be bicycle rides on Saturday 
afternoons. In May 1939 Walker could not conceal from Davidson his 
vitriolic contempt for Neville Chamberlain’s ‘shambling and most dis-
reputable government’.25 Walker did everything he could to advance 
Davidson’s prospects, and was disappointed when he was not elected as 
his successor in the chair, or indeed to the Beit professorship in Oxford.

The Cambridge succession fell to the fi rst internal Faculty candidate 
to occupy the chair. Not altogether satisfactorily. ‘Teddy’ Rich was 
qualifi ed by long service as a history lecturer, and by extensive research 
and editing of Hudson’s Bay Company records (with assistants); he also 
wrote a three- volume history of the company (1961), and two smaller 
books on the fur trade.26 He was, however, a dry- as- dust historian, 
widely regarded as fuddy- duddy. Some of his research on eighteenth-
 century Canada will retain its value for specialists, but his reputation 
has suffered the fi nal eclipse of not rating even a single mention in the 
Historiography volume of the OHBE. In his inaugural lecture, Rich rather 
foolishly proclaimed his hope that he would be the last ‘imperial and 
naval’ professor, and that the chair would revert to being solely for naval 
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historians, after what he called a ‘brief but stimulating episode’ under his 
two predecessors.27

III

Rich said this because the second Cambridge chair, the Smuts professor-
ship, was now on the horizon, though fortunately his advice was ignored, 
thus enabling Jack Gallagher to be his successor in the Vere Harmsworth 
chair. The Smuts chair in the ‘history of the British Commonwealth’ was 
part of a national memorial to Jan Smuts (see above, pp. 342–3).28

Nicholas Mansergh was the fi rst Smuts professor, arriving in 1953, 
and at once elected as a Fellow of St John’s College.29 He read history in 
pre- war Oxford under R.B. McCallum at Pembroke, and began research 
under W.G.S. Adams, the Gladstone professor of government, who 
shared his particular interest in Ireland. This led to a pair of ‘political 
science’ books, the Irish Free State: its government and politics (1934) and 
The government of Northern Ireland (1936). These were followed by a 
study of Ireland in the age of reform and revolution (1940), later revised and 
expanded attractively as The Irish Question, 1840–1921: a commentary 
(1965). During the war Mansergh became the Irish expert and direc-
tor of the empire division of the Ministry of Information (leading to the 
award of the OBE), and then an assistant secretary at the Dominions 
Offi ce (1946–7). Despite his natural gifts as a civil servant, he returned 
to academic life in 1947 as a research professor at the Royal Institute 
of International Affairs, where he wrote sequels to Hancock’s Survey 
of British Commonwealth affairs, on external policy from 1931, and on 
post- war change to 1952. Surprisingly, he was not much called upon by 
Whitehall for advice: both the Colonial Offi ce and the Commonwealth 
Relations Offi ce turned instinctively to Oxford, and to Sir Reginald 
Coupland, Dame Margery Perham, and Sir Kenneth Wheare as its pre-
ferred constitutional experts. However, Mansergh did have an impact on 
Commonwealth development through a lecture delivered at Chatham 
House in December 1947, a remarkable statement which infl uenced 
the Irish and Indian governments and was much quoted by their politi-
cians. In it, Mansergh predicted a more valuable future for an associa-
tion based on shared values rather than reliance on ‘out- of- date imperial 
terminology’.30

A member of the Anglo- Irish gentry, the Manserghs of Grenane, 
Tipperary, he was born into a family involved with the empire and the 
army. He was the son of a railway engineer – one of his father’s survey 
photographs illustrates The Commonwealth experience (plate 7: the Beira–
Salisbury line, c.1897). Mansergh was a striking fi gure, six feet three 



 518 Imperial historians

inches tall. August but always smiling and approachable, his patrician 
manner was kindly and dignifi ed but never pompous. He was slow and 
deliberate of utterance, curiously adding an ‘a’ or ‘ah’ sound after dental 
consonants (during the Suez Crisis, ‘I shall never vote Conservative 
again- ah’ – actually a rare example of indiscretion). He was a life- long 
communicant member of the Church of Ireland, and a fi ne tennis 
player.31

Despite the war years and the mastership of St John’s, Mansergh’s 
output was large: fi ve books on Irish history, six books on Commonwealth 
history, with three volumes of supporting ‘documents and speeches’, 
several revised editions, two major lecture- booklets, more than thirty-
 six articles (giving rise to two posthumous collections of essays), and, as 
editor- in- chief, the twelve magnifi cent and acclaimed volumes of docu-
ments, Transfer of power in India, 1942–7 (1970–82), appearing at the 
rate of one a year. Although as with all his documentary collections, the 
introductions are rather thin, this series will remain a valuable research 
tool for a long time to come. In many ways, though, he would probably 
have regarded the centrepiece of his oeuvre as The Commonwealth expe-
rience (1969, new edn 1982), a history covering the years 1839 to ‘the 
present’. Widely recognised as the fi nest book on the subject, it exempli-
fi es that ‘detachment with sympathetic insight’ which he always aimed 
at. More than one of its chapters were model examples of the art of 
stylish historical synthesis. But a waning interest in the Commonwealth 
may push it to the margins of what is read in future.

In retirement Mansergh completed The unresolved question: the Anglo-
 Irish settlement and its undoing, 1912–1972 (published posthumously, 
1991), an unrivalled and humane study of Anglo- Irish relations in 
the wider Commonwealth context, which he understood better than 
anyone. If in his writing about Commonwealth history, Mansergh 
retained what was often described as an Olympian detachment, where 
Ireland was concerned this was much harder. For him, the events of 
Irish history were experienced as ‘near realities, not as distant phenom-
ena or as issues in high politics’ (p. 3; see above, p. 495). If he con-
tributed uniquely to the understanding of what an apparently nebulous 
Commonwealth actually was, he was also one of the most accomplished 
and fair- minded practitioners of the history of his beloved Ireland. His 
Irish perspectives enriched his Commonwealth studies, and his percep-
tion of the Commonwealth deepened his analysis of Ireland.32 He was 
a precise and thoughtful scholar.33 His weakness perhaps was a rela-
tive lack of interest in economic history and in the tropical dependen-
cies. For these reasons some might judge him not to be quite in the 
same league as Hancock.34 On the other hand, his commitment to an 
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independent India is impressive, while his short monograph on South 
Africa: the price of magnanimity, 1906–1961 suggests that he felt more 
deeply about the tragic plight of the black communities than Hancock 
had done.

As a Cambridge professor, Mansergh was notably – and success-
fully – concerned to raise the profi le of the study of both Irish and 
Commonwealth history. The rubric for the Smuts chair encouraged 
travel, and Mansergh took full advantage of this, travelling widely, and 
frequently to Canada and New Delhi, but also to Canberra, Duke, and 
Cape Town. He established Cambridge’s fi rst proper research seminar 
for graduate students, an immense advance, now transmuted into the 
World History Seminar. He cared about his pupils and knew exactly how 
to help and encourage them.

Mansergh’s successor was Eric Stokes (from 1970 to 1981), who had 
graduated from Christ’s College and taught in Singapore, Bristol, and 
Salisbury, Rhodesia as well as in Cambridge. His was a controversial 
appointment, which surprised many people who thought that R.E. 
Robinson should have been preferred. Could the little man bend the 
bow of Ulysses?

There was certainly a shift in aim. For Eric Stokes the point of 
Commonwealth history was that it could provide an entry into ‘Third 
World’ studies. He was one of those ‘war- bred’ historians for whom 
Commonwealth experience came ‘early and unasked’, in army service 
alongside soldiers drawn from all over the empire: ‘We passed through a 
crucible that for some of us set the pattern of our lives.’ Musing further 
on scholarly motivation, he believed that much of the drive into overseas 
history ‘is a paradoxical attempt to register the authenticity of a totally 
separate world of existence, and at the same time to appropriate that 
experience into this narrow domestic circle; to enjoy, as it were, a dual 
emotional citizenship, like men, as Maine said, bound to make their 
watches keep true time in two longitudes at once.’35

Stokes was a curious and unconventional character, though impish 
rather than radical. He was much given to playing the Cockney ‘cheeky-
 chappy’, a role that his appearance did not entirely belie, with his fringed 
haircut and eye- magnifying spectacles; and his conversation was pep-
pered with interrogative ‘hurmmph’s. There were those – and they were 
not only foreigners – who found him disconcerting and perhaps not easy 
to take with perfect seriousness. (If Peter Sellers had ever had to play 
a middle- aged professor, Stokes would have been the perfect model.) 
Nevertheless, he was a man of fertile intellect, a practising Christian, 
with many devoted pupils, while his premature death from cancer was 
a tragedy.
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Eric Stokes was one of that gifted generation of historians who some-
how managed to straddle both African and Indian history, Gallagher and 
Low being other examples. After his illuminating and much- read book, 
The English Utilitarians and India (1959), he became professor of history 
at the University College of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, explaining to a 
friend that he wanted ‘to make some contribution to the awful African 
problem’.36 There, he stimulated pioneering work on Central African 
history, published as The Zambesian past (1966), by various hands, 
including his own on Malawi and the Lozi of Barotseland. Back in 
Cambridge, Robinson urged him to lecture on ‘theories of imperialism’, 
which he did, although he decided mainly to promote Indian social and 
economic history, specialising himself in the neglected fi eld of Indian 
agrarian history. Wrestling now with tenure and taxes, ryots and zemind-
ars, rent- rate and land- settlement reports, he seemed set to become the 
Vinogradoff of Indian history. Because he died at the age of fi fty- six, 
however, it is unclear what he might have achieved. But Professor Sir 
Christoper Bayly is no doubt right that an accessible big book was prob-
ably beyond him: ‘a love of paradox, scepticism, and a fundamental 
honesty about the limits of historical explanation would always have pre-
vented him from bundling up his ideas on this subject in an appropriately 
dramatic form’.37

IV

For many, the names of Robinson and Gallagher are practically synony-
mous with Oxbridge imperial and ‘expansion of Europe’ history in the 
second half of the twentieth century, and certainly they were the domi-
nant presence from the 1950s to the 1980s. Their famous article ‘The 
imperialism of free trade’ (Economic History Review, 1953), redefi ned the 
shape of a subject in a way which it is seldom given to any scholars to 
do, and it is arguably the single most infl uential British journal article in 
any area of history since 1945 (though with just twenty- fi ve footnotes, it 
would not be accepted for publication today). Africa and the Victorians 
(1961) is one of the half- dozen most admired books in the fi eld, an 
exceptional achievement and satisfyingly controversial. It is history on 
the grand scale, though much shortened for publication: a strong theo-
retical backbone, events brilliantly described, pen- portraits nicely drawn 
(on the ‘intricacy’ of Gladstone’s nature: ‘He could chop logic with the 
most sparkling of the High Churchmen, yet frame budgets with the grim-
mest of the utilitarians’).38 Although it contains a good account of the 
origins of the South African War, not everyone accepts its central thesis 
on the partition of Africa, as driven by ‘nationalist crises’ in the south 
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and in Egypt – since these were only part of a more widespread and fun-
damental destabilisation. But this hardly affects its status as a ‘classic’. 
Legends about it abound: that it was hammered out in the bar of ‘The 
Blue Boar’, that it was rejected by both OUP and CUP, that Harold 
Macmillan ‘never understood a word of it’, that it would never have 
been fi nished but for Alice Denny (Mrs Robinson). The authors, too, are 
legendary. Much has been written about ‘the Robinson and Gallagher 
thesis’,39 and about R.40 and G.41 themselves individually. I have myself 
three times written elsewhere about Africa and the Victorians,42 so I will 
say no more about it here.

Both men were, of more or less working- class origins (R. was from 
Battersea, the son of a warehouse stock- keeper and salesman, G. was 
from Birkenhead, an Irish railwayman’s son), and each attended his 
local grammar school. Both were formidable intellectuals who retained 
their anti- establishmentarianism and plebeian sympathies – they hated 
social injustice, and boasted that their motto was ‘high thinking and 
low living’. Both fought mightily in the Second World War: R. was an 
RAF squadron leader in Bomber Command (awarded the DFC), while 
G. was a sergeant commanding a tank in the Royal Tank Regiment in 
the North African desert war (‘like a latter- day T.E. Lawrence’, who 
chose to enlist in the ranks).43 Although both rejected their youthful 
religious affi liations (the one a Plymouth Brother, the other a Catholic, 
with a mother who hoped he was destined for the priesthood), each was 
a true- believing warrior- scholar. In another time and another place, 
either would have been as charismatic a jihadist as any Usman dan 
Fodio or al- Hājj ‘Umar. But there were differences too. If Robinson 
was – to use their own conceptual terminology – a Resister (careful to 
perform the rituals of invulnerability, for example urinating against the 
aircraft wheels), then Gallagher was a Collaborator. Jack was never more 
content than when being a reconciler and a peacemaker. Where G. was 
charming and emollient, R. could be challenging and abrasive. While G. 
always nursed his pupils along genially, R. demanded unswerving loyalty 
before revealing his affectionateness. If R., once a very good- looking 
soccer Blue, cut a dashing fi gure, G. was decidedly sedentary: Buddha 
in a bow tie, perhaps, though some thought him more like the Cheshire 
Cat or Sir John Falstaff. G. gave no recreations in Who’s Who, but R. 
proclaimed his life- long enthusiasm for ‘room cricket’. Where G. was 
witty, R. was sardonic. G. was the more learned, a veritable polymath. 
Robinson’s expertise was narrower, and he was the more committed 
theoriser, almost hypnotised by the search for ‘a new unifying concept’, 
the big hypothesis.44 Both had verbal facility, but where G. was imagi-
native, R. was astringent. If G. had more eccentricities, R. had more 
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vulnerabilities. While G. remained unmarried, R. became a family patri-
arch. However, Gallagher’s joke that he was always on the look- out for a 
scented letter suggests much less amorous success than was actually the 
case.45 Titans though they both became, they never ceased to be Young 
Turks at heart.46 They always had irreverent nicknames for many of their 
colleagues, especially the professors: Hot Lips, Boyo, Daddy, Rhino, 
Electric Whiskers, Wet Legs in Cambridge,47 while further afi eld there 
was Dormouse and the Great Stamboulski in Oxford, the Grand Eunuch 
of London, and the Playboy of the Western World.

Everyone liked and admired Jack Gallagher, but ‘Robbie’ was not 
without his detractors. He was perhaps less successful in smooth-
ing away the hard edges of his background, and he was never one 
to put people at ease. Although he could be very amusing, he never 
quite managed to conceal his edgy seriousness about ‘big issues’. 
His wartime experiences – two years being spent in pilot- training in 
Southern Rhodesia – had changed him profoundly. As with many of his 
contemporaries (Gallagher included), the naive socialist, the fl irter with 
communism, and the pacifi st idealist disappeared for good. He became 
somewhat contemptuous of dons who had led more sheltered lives. 
Battersea and Bomber Command were tough schools, and Barraclough 
(his Part I supervisor for the Historical Tripos) was an exceptionally 
rigorous task- master.48 All left their mark. After the war, he was one 
of the fi rst batch of Cambridge students taking ‘The Expansion of 
Europe’ paper, which he was taught by ‘Jim’ Davidson. But it was Eric 
Walker who superintended his research, approving his proposed topic 
as ‘a good one’.49

Robinson secured a fellowship at St John’s College with the draft of his 
doctoral dissertation on trusteeship in Central Africa, 1889–1939 (see 
above pp. 490–1).50 Both referees, Professor Vincent Harlow and Ifor L. 
Evans,51 commented how lucky he was in his material, based on privi-
leged access to closed records in the Colonial Offi ce. The documentation 
was ‘quite unusually impressive’, and his handling of it was ‘balanced 
and fair- minded’, showing insight into the interplay of diverse forces. He 
had fi lled an important gap. Harlow concluded that he had ‘the makings 
of a really good historian’. Having been employed from 1947 to 1949 
as a research offi cer in the newly established African Studies Branch 
at the Colonial Offi ce,52 under Andrew Cohen, Robinson decided not 
to become a permanent civil servant, believing – quite correctly – that 
he had neither the talent nor the charm required.53 So he took up the 
research fellowship, which, in the conventions of the day, meant having 
to do a great deal of teaching. He became a university lecturer in 1954.

As a supervisor of undergraduates he could be stimulating but also a bit 
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intimidating. Often sitting hunched up in his little dark room (once the 
bedroom of a grander seventeenth- century set), with only a few books, 
silences would be punctuated with much knocking out of a favourite 
pipe against the surround of a fl ickering gas- fi re, before the delivery of 
unexpected one- liners (‘it’s all a load of balls, old boy’ – this said with 
a rattling laugh; or ‘Queer buggers, the Chinese’ – more ruminatively). 
During the 1960s, research students absorbed a substantial amount of 
his energies. He also spent a good deal of time organising, chairing, and 
then editing the proceedings of a series of summer conferences known 
as the Cambridge Development Conferences, on Third World economic 
problems.54 After Africa and the Victorians his mainstream historical 
publications stalled. He never attempted a large- scale general survey, 
though the opportunity must have come his way. It was becoming plain 
that he was essentially an essayist, a master of the creative and trenchant 
proposition.55 In the 1970s he set out to write a biography of his hero, 
Sir Andrew Cohen, but we have only sketches for it.56 There were several 
reasons for this. In part he felt that recent publications had pre- empted 
much of the story, but also that it would be diffi cult for him to recover 
signifi cantly more of Cohen’s scattered minutes and memoranda from 
the CO records. Unlike his earlier research project, no conveniently 
accessible ‘confi dential print’ existed for the post- war period.

‘A perfect circulation of elites’, was Stokes’s quip about the swapping 
of the Beit chair between R. and G. in 1971 and Gallagher’s return to 
Cambridge. Alas, poor Eric! – he never understood just how mortifi ed 
Robinson had been when Stokes was preferred over him for the Smuts 
chair in succession to Mansergh.57 Privately, Robinson felt that Stokes, 
by applying for the Smuts professorship at all, had stabbed him in the 
back. Election to the Beit chair in Oxford gave him the intellectual rec-
ognition he needed for his morale, though he soon discovered that ‘pro-
fessors are fi gures of fun and everybody’s dogs- bodies administratively 
speaking’.58 In Oxford for the next sixteen years, he retained his concern 
for his ‘old gang’ in Cambridge, even spending his leave helping out in 
1981 after Gallagher’s death in 1980.

All who heard Gallagher’s undergraduate lectures admired their global 
span. Where others might announce their courses as being about the 
British and other empires, Gallagher, tongue in cheek, announced that 
he was concerned with the ‘Tokyo to Tipperary group of civilisations’. 
He tackled everything from 1500 onwards fearlessly but with careful 
preparation: the Spanish, the Portuguese, the Dutch, North American 
Indians, Jesuit missions, the profi ts of the Atlantic slave trade and its 
impact on Africa, eighteenth- century Quebec and Louisiana, Latin 
American independence, the British in West Africa, the French in North 
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Africa, country trade and the growth of British power in India, the 
East Indies and ‘innovative’ Raffl es, the South Pacifi c islands and early 
settle ment in Australia, the changing motives and methods of European 
expansion. As the 1960s opened, he developed a pioneering course on 
‘colonial nationalism’, African, Indian, and Arab. He made the unfa-
miliar amusingly accessible: divisions in Islam were like those between 
Evangelicals and High Churchmen; Africa in the 1960s was similar to 
England under the Tudors (a dig at Geoffrey Elton). Nevertheless he 
warned that European models of nationalism (relying on ‘economic 
stages’ and class confl ict) would only break down if applied to Africa 

Plate 18.1 Robinson’s comments (fi rst part), undated, but c.1965, on 
early drafts for my fi rst book, Elgin and Churchill at the Colonial Offi ce. 
This is typical of the kind of help he would give to research students. In 
line 11 the overtyped word is ‘unconscious’.
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and Asia. More revealing would be the political splits between young and 
old in elites coping with rapid change: ‘Nationalism is pre- eminently the 
occupation of the young.’

By the early 1960s Gallagher’s global approach was well advanced. 
He wanted ‘a unifi ed view of modern world history’, with an emphasis 
on problems rather than regions. White migrations within the empire 
should be seen in the context of Chinese, Indian, and African move-
ments. ‘Looking in from the outside is the occupational vice which 
bedevils Western students of African or Asian history, even if the road to 
ethnocentricity is paved with the best of intentions.’ The cartographers 
of old ‘hid their ignorance of Africa by drawing elephants over blank 
patches; we modern historians cover ours with excuses about European 
attitudes’. Nor were traditional methods of Western political theory, 
least of all Marxism, of much help in understanding colonial national-
ism. Partly this was because ‘colonies do not have industrial revolutions. 
That is why they are colonies.’ Much more to the point was to study 
the behaviour of local elites. The problem for imperial governments 
under pressure is why nationalists should ‘accept cheques from crash-
ing banks’. At the same time he disapproved of ‘the shoddy arguments’ 
which tried to hold Western regimes to Utopian standards: ‘Colonialism 
is not the form of government hardest to endure, but the form of govern-
ment safest to attack.’59 As may be seen from these fi zzing aphorisms, 
Gallagher had evolved a style that was (as John Darwin puts it), ‘ironic 
and humorous, sometimes mocking and caustic, but never dull, repeti-
tive or merely conventional’.60

For some, Jack was their ‘great guru’. Those who knew him more as 
a colleague than as a mentor had many opportunities to observe, and be 
grateful for, his helpfulness and supportive kindness. He could be hard 
to get hold of, and he was notoriously contemptuous of institutional 
paperwork, though always punctilious about writing references for his 
pupils. On academic business he was patient, worthwhile to listen to, 
confi dent and fair- minded in his decisions, while on non- business he was 
convivial, a delightful companion and raconteur, intensely interested in 
everything and everybody, ‘amused, irreverent, and sceptical’. He loved 
living in Trinity College, and Trinity made him its Vice- Master in the 
days of ‘Rab’ Butler. He was also dean in charge of discipline, boasting 
that he had not had a single case of sheep- shagging.

Gallagher’s early work on eighteenth-  and early nineteenth- century 
British relations with West Africa ought not to be forgetten, as we 
continue to ponder what he had to say on ‘the crisis of empire, 1919–
1922’,61 or the grass- roots intricacies of Bengal politics in the 1930s. By 
one of the most intriguing of role- reversals, of course, Gallagher’s turn 
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to India was confi rmed by sitting at the feet of his own pupil, Anil Seal, 
there to have his drafts ‘castigated and emended’.62 The Ford Lectures 
(1974), however, gave him an opportunity to revert to doing what he did 
best, the broad survey, with plenty of literary allusions and stylistic fi re-
works. He tried out all six draft lectures at the Cambridge seminar; that 
was a memorable term for the seminar. He mastered the British political 
background, ‘the home base’, with relish. And he neatly avoided appro-
priating a directly Gibbonian title by fl agging new interpretation about a 
revival associated with the wartime effort.63

The decline, revival and fall of the British empire eschews grand theory. 
One of its most memorable sentences reads, ‘Here and there on the 
mountain of truth lie the frozen bodies of theorists, some still clutching 
their ice- picks, others gripping their hammers and sickles.’ But if there is 
no fully articulated theory – and the main discussion does not go much 
beyond 1947 – there is an analytical framework based upon a ‘triangle of 
forces’, which he saw as bringing about imperial collapse.64 This meth-
odological tool can be called Gallagher’s nutcracker. The essence of the 
analysis was that colonies crack, and independence emerges, when they 
are held between ‘the two jaws of the nutcracker’, international pres-
sures and domestic constraints, and when essential leverage is applied by 
the third element, ‘local- colonial politics’, building enough pressure to 
persuade the British government to accept its demands. Gallagher was 
interested to see how crises interlocked, and ‘one set of forces worked on 
the other in critical situations’. Although he was inclined to think that 
developments in the ‘colonial political balance’ were especially signifi -
cant, in part because always present, he also recognised the salience of 
the response of the government in London to them, the willingness to 
‘open unto them’, those who knocked. His alter ego, Robinson, refi ned 
this insight: imperial powers pack up and go when they run out of local 
collaborators (‘Robinson’s rule’).65 The infl uence of Gallagher’s three 
inter- related elements clearly underpins all the chapters in the Oxford 
history of the British empire.

V

The premature death of Jack Gallagher (essentially from earlier neglected 
diabetes) and Eric Stokes in 1980–1 marked in some ways the end of an 
era, particularly in Cambridge, where a younger generation quickly 
came to the fore. Both Oxford and Cambridge had by the end of the 
1970s become, if somewhat belatedly, leading centres for imperial, 
Commonwealth, Indian, and African history.66 If a review is attempted of 
the performance of the eleven Oxbridge professors in the previous three-
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 quarters of a century (Egerton, Coupland, Holland Rose, Richmond, 
Walker, Harlow, Rich, Mansergh, Stokes, Gallagher, and Robinson), 
it is perhaps surprising that more works of enduring signifi cance did 
not emerge during their tenures. Coupland and Mansergh produced the 
biggest body of work as professors, and Mansergh’s oeuvre is, taken as a 
whole, particularly impressive, though dominated by surveys and compi-
lations rather than analytical research. Robinson and Gallagher wrote a 
number of enormously infl uential essays, and Cambridge clearly scored 
an outstanding hit with Africa and the Victorians, though this was a col-
laborative work produced before either of the authors obtained his chair. 
It is therefore hard to argue that at least before 1981, Harlow’s Founding 
of the second British empire is not the best single piece of research- based 
narrative by the Oxbridge professors, a classic piece of scholarship.67

However, any genuine assessment of the achievements of these men 
ought to be set in a wider perspective. Who else outside this group, down 
to 1981, might occupy a place in the Valhalla of imperial historians? It 
is probably common ground that Keith Hancock has been the presiding 
genius or avatar of twentieth- century imperial history, rather than any 
of these Oxbridge historians. His Survey of British Commonwealth affairs 
decisively broke new ground, and remains a spectacular vision of how, 
ideally, the subject might develop.68 Amongst other possible contend-
ers, A.P. Newton, Harlow’s predecessor as Rhodes professor of imperial 
history at London, from 1921 to 1938, is unlikely to win many votes.69 
Newton’s academic career began as a lecturer in physics, but more mys-
tifying than his switch to history was his penchant for mixing research 
on the spacious history of West Indies exploration with the narrowest 
technicalities of English constitutional history. Although Newton played 
a major role in the inter- war years in supervising research students in 
imperial history – and in getting their theses published – he wrote little of 
enduring signifi cance himself.70

There are, however, three other historians from the inter- war years 
who made outstanding contributions to imperial history, albeit from 
slightly off- centre positions: William M. Macmillan (on South African 
and colonial dynamics), Richard Pares (on the eighteenth- century 
Atlantic empire), and Cornelius de Kiewiet (on nineteenth- century 
South Africa). In each case their reputations in this fi eld suffered from 
truncated output. Pares was lost to early death, de Kiewiet to American 
university administration. Macmillan became distracted by unemploy-
ment, politics, and journalism. He was a Fabian socialist, playing ‘a full 
and fearless part in public affairs’. His Bantu, Boer and Briton: the making 
of a South African native problem (1929, 1963) was an important land-
mark, part of a trilogy, in which the missionary Dr John Philip was the 
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hero. As professor at the University of the Witwatersrand in the inter-
 war years, Macmillan was more infl uential on the development of South 
African historiography than his contemporary Eric Walker. His interests 
broadened, and in 1959 he published The road to self- rule: a study in 
colonial evolution. Notable for its lively and thoughtful discussion of big 
themes over a period of two centuries, it never quite established itself, 
being overshadowed by A.P. Thornton’s more original, if metropolitan-
 based, The imperial idea and its enemies, published in the same year.71

Although Pares was professor of history at Edinburgh, from 1945 to 
1954, he was a quintessentially Oxford academic. He made an impres-
sive contribution to the history of the West Indies within the imperial 
economy. His War and trade in the West Indies, 1739–1763 (1936) was a 
central text, a colossal study in 612 pages. Harlow went out of his way 
publicly to praise it as a ‘notable synthesis’, and rightly drew attention 
to its ‘masterly reassessment of the negotiations leading up to the Treaty 
of Paris and the treaty itself’.72 (It remains a standard analysis of this 
subject.) Pares was as fully a member of the ‘historical establishment’ 
as it is possible to be: the son of a historian of Russia (Bernard Pares), 
married to the daughter of the medievalist Sir Maurice Powicke, editor 
of the English Historical Review for the unusually long time of twenty 
years (1939–58), a Fellow of All Souls (1924–45 and 1954–8), and 
a Ford Lecturer. He was commissioned to write the Oxford history of 
England volume for 1760 to 1815, but he was defeated by ill- health. 
Crippled by ‘progressive muscular atrophy’ (a form of motor neurone 
disease) he become completely paralysed before dying at the age of 
fi fty- six. But he did produce an admirable volume on George III and the 
politicians (1953), based on his Ford Lectures. Unquestionably he was 
among the most outstanding British historians of his time.73 His empire 
studies are rewarding but quite technical in their approach: nothing, for 
instance, could be more misleading than the catchpenny title: Yankees 
and Creoles.74 He also wrote a clutch of signifi cant articles on imperial 
issues.75

De Kiewiet was a cosmopolitan fi gure. Born in Holland, brought up in 
South Africa, he attended the universities of Witwatersrand (where he was 
inspired by W.M. Macmillan), Paris, and Berlin, and was a PhD student 
under Newton in London. He was disillusioned by what he saw as ‘the 
secondariness of imperial studies’ in British universities in the 1920s : ‘In 
not one of the British universities did scholarship in the greatest expan-
sion of cultural infl uence since the Roman Empire acquire the dignity and 
the stature of the great traditional fi elds like medieval or constitutional 
history.’ So in 1929 de Kiewiet emigrated to the USA. There he rose 
through teaching posts in the universities of Iowa and Cornell to become 
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president of Rochester University in New York. It was from there that he 
observed after the Second World War a proper effort at last being made 
‘to realize the late- Victorian promise of an era of vigorous and creative 
imperial studies’. If this had happened sooner, he said, and the British 
had invested the study of their empire and Commonwealth with ‘the 
stature, the intellectual excitement, the diversity and the imaginativeness 
which it deserved’, fewer mistakes might have been made in the conduct 
of affairs, especially in Africa. For de Kiewiet history was the ‘indispensa-
ble agent to wise and successful action’ and decision- making.76

Although he wrote exclusively about South Africa, de Kiewiet saw 
this as defi nitely ‘part of the history of the British empire’, and he 
remained a strong advocate of imperial and Commonwealth studies as 
a way of understanding African problems. As a historian, de Kiewiet 
is under- recognised. Whilst Hancock was spinning his elegant literary 
excursions, and Sir Lewis Namier was shaping a new kind of eighteenth-
 century English history out of the voluminous Newcastle Papers, de 
Kiewiet was forging a new way of writing nineteenth- century colonial 
and African history out of the even more voluminous Colonial Offi ce 
records. As a stylist he was the equal of Hancock, and while Namier 
wrote up only highly concentrated fragments, de Kiewiet published three 
major pioneering books and one small one, each a fully rounded study 
of its subject and together covering an extended period. The anatomy of 
South African misery was an early attempt to understand the pathology 
of apartheid. Lucid, elegant, and outspoken, it made him particularly 
well known and admired in the USA. His History of South Africa, social 
and economic (1941) remained for decades by far the best book on South 
African history. And until the advent of Wm. Roger Louis in the mid-
 1960s, establishing a new benchmark, no other scholar, Oxbridge pro-
fessor or otherwise, achieved the same depth of archival penetration into 
government fi les.77
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