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               The British Empire, wrote Adam Smith, ‘has hitherto been not an empire, but the project of an empire’ and John Darwin offers
                  a magisterial global history of the rise and fall of that great imperial project. The British Empire, he argues, was much
                  more than a group of colonies ruled over by a scattering of British expatriates until eventual independence. It was, above
                  all, a global phenomenon. Its power derived rather less from the assertion of imperial authority than from the fusing together
                  of three different kinds of empire: the settler empire of the ‘white dominions’; the commercial empire of the City of London;
                  and ‘Greater India’ which contributed markets, manpower and military muscle. This unprecedented history charts how this intricate
                  imperial web was first strengthened, then weakened and finally severed on the rollercoaster of global economic, political
                  and geostrategic upheaval on which it rode from beginning to end.
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      PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

         
            The British Empire, wrote Adam Smith in 1776, ‘has hitherto been not an empire, but the project of an empire; not a gold mine
               but the project of a gold mine’.1 A hundred years later, his condemnation might have softened. But, viewed as a political or administrative entity, British
               imperialism remained just such a project: unfinished, untidy, a mass of contradictions, aspirations and anomalies. Defined
               as the exercise of sovereign power, or the unfettered enjoyment of imperial rule (the criteria still favoured by many historians), the British Empire in its heyday was largely a sham. Over much that was
               most commercially or strategically valuable, it could claim no authority; over much that was useless, its hold was complete.
               Of the half-dozen states whose loyalty was most vital to British world power in 1914, only one could be given direct orders
               from London.
            

            Partly for this reason, I have preferred the term ‘British world-system’ to the conventional ‘Empire’. The term was given
               authority by the shrewdest historian of modern British imperialism.2 It is also meant to convey (the real theme of the book) that British imperialism was a global phenomenon; that its fortunes
               were governed by global conditions; and that its power in the world derived rather less from the assertion of imperial authority
               than from the fusing together of several disparate elements. Amid the colossal expansion of scholarly work on the history
               of empire, it has been easy to lose sight of the geopolitical facts on which its cohesion depended. I have tried in this book
               to restore this imbalance but not by reviving the old view from the centre. Instead, I have set out to show how the intricate
               web of ‘British connections’ linking Britain to India, to its huge empire of commerce, and to the ‘white dominions’ – the
               great auxiliary engines of British world power – was first strengthened, then weakened and finally severed under the stress of geopolitical change. The ‘imperial politics’ of the British world-system were made and
               remade by the rollercoaster of economic, political and geostrategic upheaval on which it was tossed from beginning (1830)
               to end (1970).
            

            In writing this book, I have drawn very heavily on four different traditions in the history of empire. It would be hard to
               think clearly about British imperialism as a global phenomenon without the extraordinary insights of its greatest modern historians,
               John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson. In a single short essay, they established once and for all that, despite its many disguises,
               British imperialism was both global in reach and systemic in structure. It could not be seen as a mere accumulation of colonies;
               nor could their histories make sense on their own. ‘Imperialism’ in fact was a very flexible force, adapting its method to the time and the
               place: ‘formal’ in some places, less formal in others, and at times scarcely visible.3 I have also relied on what is sometimes regarded as a quite different account of British imperialism, as the instrument of
               the ‘gentlemanly capitalism’ evoked by Peter Cain and Tony Hopkins. As I have argued elsewhere, it is easy to exaggerate the
               historiographical gap.4 But the crucial contribution that Cain and Hopkins have made is to draw our attention to the massive importance of the City's
               commercial imperium for British power in the world, to its astonishing growth in the late nineteenth century (an age of British decline in many
               accounts), and to the influence and autonomy that the City enjoyed until its virtual liquidation in the Second World War.
               Thirdly, I have tried to exploit the insights and ideas of a more recent departure: the attention being given to the socio-cultural
               attachment between people in Britain and their ‘diasporic’ relations. ‘British World’ history has begun to reverse the long
               neglect suffered by the settler societies in the wider history of empire. It has also helped to restore a long-forgotten perspective
               of vital importance: the passionate identification of Canadians, Australians, New Zealanders, Newfoundlanders and South African
               ‘English’ with an idealised ‘Britishness’; and their common devotion to ‘Empire’ as its political form.5 Finally, a far older tradition retains much of its value to the historian of empire and the British world-system. The dangers
               British leaders most feared to their system's stability came from a breakdown in great power relations, a descent into war
               or the threat of invasion from Europe. That meant that they paid almost obsessive attention to the diplomatic reports of their
               envoys abroad, and were sometimes easily swayed by alarming accounts of naval and military weakness. In the intricate detail of naval, diplomatic and military history we may find some of the best clues to the British
               system's success – and its catastrophic collapse.
            

            This book has been a long time in the writing and I have incurred many debts in the course of its making. Nuffield College
               provides the ideal combination of stimulus and support to its Fellows: there could be no better place in which to undertake
               an extended programme of academic research. I have been exceptionally fortunate in my colleagues in imperial and global history
               in Oxford – Judith Brown, David Washbrook, Georg Deutsch and Peter Carey – from whom I have learnt an enormous amount. The
               experience of teaching so many talented students has been a constant goad to reframe my ideas. For more than twenty years,
               a cohort of doctoral students has struggled to remedy my ignorance of their fields. I am grateful to them and hope their verdict
               will be: ‘making some progress’. I am especially grateful to the founding fathers of the ‘British World’ initiative – James
               Belich, Carl Bridge, Phillip Buckner and Robert Holland – for widening my horizons at a critical time; and to Patrick O’Brien's
               ‘Global Economic History Network’, which taught me a great deal. Needless to say, the errors and omissions are mine alone.
            

            A special word is needed here about the Oxford History of the British Empire, published in five volumes in 1999–2000. There is no doubt that the appearance of these volumes, spanning the whole history
               of the Empire from the sixteenth century to the twentieth, was a critical moment in the revival of British imperial history
               from what had seemed at times an almost terminal decline. All those of us who write (and especially teach) in this field owe
               a great debt to the editorial team of the series, but most of all to its driving force, William Roger Louis.
            

            The task of writing the book would not have been possible without the librarians and archivists in Britain and abroad on whose
               kindness and efficiency I have depended so much. Two successive history editors at Cambridge University Press, William Davies
               and Michael Watson, have combined extraordinary patience with warm encouragement, and proffered shrewd advice. I am most grateful
               to them. Finally, my family have endured my preoccupation with a task that seemed at times to stretch into eternity: perhaps
               its completion will come as a welcome surprise!
            

         


   
      
            INTRODUCTION:  THE PROJECT OF AN EMPIRE

            
               For more than a century after c.1840, the British Empire formed the core of a larger British ‘world-system’ managed from London.
                  This book is a study of the rise, fortunes and fall of that system.
               

               The British world-system was not a structure of global hegemony, holding in thrall the non-Western world. Except in particular
                  places and at particular times, such hegemonic authority eluded all British leaders from Lord Palmerston to Churchill. But
                  the British ‘system’ (a term that contemporaries sometimes made use of) was much more than a ‘formal’ territorial empire,
                  and certainly global in span. It embraced an extraordinary range of constitutional, diplomatic, political, commercial and
                  cultural relationships. It contained colonies of rule (including the huge ‘sub-empire’ of India), settlement colonies (mostly
                  self-governing by the late nineteenth century), protectorates, condominia (like the Sudan), mandates (after 1920), naval and
                  military fortresses (like Gibraltar and Malta), ‘occupations’ (like Egypt and Cyprus), treaty-ports and ‘concessions’ (Shanghai
                  was the most famous), ‘informal’ colonies of commercial pre-eminence (like Argentina), ‘spheres of interference’ (a useful
                  term coined by Sellars and Yeatman) like Iran, Afghanistan and the Persian Gulf, and (not least) a rebellious province at
                  home. There was no agreed term for this far-flung conglomerate. This may have been why contemporaries sometimes found it convenient
                  to fall back on that protean phrase ‘the Pax Britannica’ once it came into use after 1880,1 as if the ‘British Peace’ formed a geographical zone.
               

               But, if they found it hard to label this web of British connections with any precision, contemporaries grasped nonetheless
                  that it formed the real source of British world power. In retrospect, we can see that, by the 1840s at latest, the British system
                  was becoming global in three different senses. First, it exerted its presence, commercial or military, in every world region
                  from treaty-port China and the maritime East Indies, through Burma, South Asia, the Persian Gulf, Zanzibar and West Africa,
                  to the Mediterranean, the Caribbean, the River Plate republics, and as far as the Pacific coast of North America, the future
                  ‘British’ Columbia. Secondly, however clumsy its methods, the point of the system was to promote the integration of these
                  widely separated places: commercially, strategically, politically and – by diffusing British beliefs and ideas – culturally
                  as well. Shared political values, recognisably similar institutions and laws, mutual economic dependence, and common protection
                  against external attack by European rivals or predatory locals, were meant to achieve this for regions and states whether
                  outside or inside the British domain in the constitutional sense. Thirdly, although this aspect was hard to see at the time,
                  the success and survival of British connections depended on something far vaster than the tactics and stratagems of British
                  agents and interests. Economic and political change in Asia, the Qing crisis in China, the geopolitical shape of post-Bonaparte
                  Europe, the unexpected success of the settler republic on the American continent, patterns of consumption, religious renewals
                  and the movements of peoples in migrations and diasporas: all these (and more) opened the way for British expansion, and widened
                  the scope of British connections – but prescribed both their limits and their duration in time. If the British system was
                  global, its fate was a function of the global economy and of shifts in world politics which it might hope to influence but
                  could hardly control.
               

               But was it really a ‘system’? There are good grounds for thinking that the British empire of rule, let alone its self-governing
                  or ‘informal’ outriders, had no logic at all. It looked like the booty of an obsessive collector whose passions had come with
                  a rush and then gone with the wind, to be replaced in their turn by still more transient interests. The result was a pile
                  of possessions whose purpose or meaning was long since forgotten, half-opened packets of quickly waning appeal, and new acquisitions
                  made on the spur of the moment. It was certainly true that by the mid-nineteenth century the West Indian colonies, once the
                  jewel in their crown, seemed to most British observers a troublesome burden, tainted by slavery, ill-governed and impoverished.
                  The small enclaves of rule on the coast of West Africa had an even worse reputation. London regretted the effort to rule the Southern African interior, and had handed it over to the Boer republics by the mid-1850s.
                  It was also the case that British expansion had no master-plan. It had almost always been true that colonial schemes or their
                  commercial equivalents were devised not by governments but by private enthusiasts in search of wealth, virtue or religious
                  redemption. Sometimes they dragged Whitehall in their wake, to get its protection, secure a monopoly or obtain a licence to
                  rule through a charter or patent. By ‘insider-dealing’ in the political world, they might conscript Whitehall's resources
                  for their colony-building. Sometimes Whitehall insisted on an imperial claim on its soldiers’ or sailors’ advice, or to appease
                  a popular outcry. But, once entrenched at their beachhead, the ‘men on the spot’ were hard to restrain, awkward to manage
                  and impossible to abandon. The result could be seen from the map. The huge swathes of territory scattered all over the globe,
                  whose defence, so it seemed to some late Victorians, was little short of a nightmare.
               

               This is a useful corrective to paying too much attention to the mood of the ‘policy-makers’, to invoking too often the cool
                  rationality (or constant viewpoint) of the ‘official mind’, or to being over-impressed by the so-called ‘reluctance’ of British
                  imperialism. British expansion was driven not by official designs but by the chaotic pluralism of British interests at home
                  and of their agents and allies abroad. The result (by the mid-nineteenth century) was an empire of beachheads and bridgeheads,
                  half-conquered tracts, half-settled interiors, mission-stations and whaling-stations, barracks and cantonments, treaty-ports
                  on the up (Shanghai was the best) and treaty-ports with no future. Its mid-Victorian critics were appalled by its moral and
                  physical cost, and convinced of its commercial and political futility. However, the argument of this book is that, while imposing
                  a system on this chaotic expansion was beyond the power of the imperial government in London, a system emerged nonetheless.
               

               The characteristic of a system is the inter-dependence of its parts, on each other or with the centre of the system, and,
                  as the system develops, the assumption by each of a specific function or role. In the British case, the most obvious forms
                  of such inter-dependence were naval and military. This was not simply a matter of depending on Britain for strategic defence
                  or for military aid in a localised struggle. British ability to provide naval protection or to send reinforcements to the
                  scene of a conflict would have been very limited without the resources the imperial system supplied. It was strategic control of the Cape Colony (whose economic value was derisory before 1870)
                  that secured the naval gateway to Asia from European waters. The prime function of Egypt, occupied by the British in 1882,
                  was to preserve British use of the Suez Canal and protect the ‘Clapham Junction’ of imperial communications. Malta, Aden,
                  Ceylon, Singapore, Hong Kong, Esquimalt (on Vancouver Island), the Falklands and Halifax, Nova Scotia, formed the network
                  of bases from which the Royal Navy patrolled the world's sea-lanes. India played several roles in the British world-system,
                  but perhaps its critical function was to be the main base from which British interests in Asia could be advanced and defended.
                  Indian soldiers and a British garrison paid for by Indian revenues were the ‘strategic reserve’ of the British system in Asia.
                  Because India played this role, other British possessions and spheres east and south of Suez were largely exempted from the
                  costs of defence – a fact of crucial importance to their economic viability.
               

               Commercially, too, this systemic inter-dependence became more and more striking. Both colonial territories and ‘informal’
                  colonies had to compete for investment and credits from London to expand their economies. They had to find and meet an external
                  demand to earn the overseas income to fund their borrowing needs. They had to produce the specialised exports (staples) that
                  would command the best price in London's commodity markets. In return, with the grand exception of the United States (which
                  had received one-fifth of British foreign investment by 1913), British capital was shuttled by the City of London between
                  the various sectors of its commercial empire (a vast global realm among whose key provinces were Canada, Argentina, India,
                  Australia, Southern Africa, China and the Middle East), employing a calculus of prospective return and speculative gain.2

               Demographically, also, there were strong systemic influences at work. Britain was the reservoir. Although two-thirds of British
                  migrants went to the United States up until 1900, almost all the rest were distributed between the four main settlement zones
                  of Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. Indeed, their economic development was usually seen as being closely dependent
                  upon drawing labour and skills from the British supply (South Africa was a partial exception to this rule). In British opinion,
                  the value of migration in creating overseas markets, relieving domestic distress and creating ‘Arcadias’ free from industrialism,
                  turned the emigrant flow into a form of social renewal and the settlement colonies into prospective ‘new Britains’. Nor was
                  ‘old’ Britain the only well-spring of migration. Between 1834 and 1937, India exported some 30 million people to other British
                  possessions as indentured labour, and perhaps one-fifth remained as permanent settlers. In the tropical empire (which British
                  migrants avoided) they supplied much of the labour and business expertise to promote commercial expansion.
               

               Lastly, the spheres of British expansion were progressively linked by a complex system of communication. From the 1840s onwards,
                  this was provided by subsidised mail services, telegraph wires, undersea cables, an expanding rail network, fast passenger
                  steamers and (in the twentieth century) imperial air routes. They catered for, and stimulated, the growing volume and frequency
                  of the traffic in news, information, private correspondence, personnel and ideas that flowed between Britain and other parts
                  of the system, as well as between those constituent parts. By the late nineteenth century, it has been persuasively argued,
                  an ‘imperial press system’ had come into being.3 It supplied London with news as well as buying it back from London-based agencies (a perfect feedback loop), a process accompanied
                  by the circulation of journalists and the diffusion of newspaper practice. The supply of magazines, newspapers and books from
                  Britain was supplemented by a small outward phalanx of teachers, academics and scientific experts. ‘Imperial’ associations
                  sprang up to pool the experience of businessmen, doctors, surveyors, engineers, foresters, agronomists, teachers and journalists.
                  To an extent we are gradually beginning to notice, the return flows of experience, scientific information and academic talent
                  exerted a powerful influence upon elite culture in Britain.
               

               None of this is to argue that the British world-system was closed or exclusive, let alone self-sufficient. The reverse was
                  the case. Its geopolitical equilibrium required quite specific conditions: a ‘passive’ East Asia, a European balance, and
                  a strong but unaggressive United States. If those conditions broke down, the imperial archipelago, strung across the world,
                  would soon start to look fragile. British elites – in Canada, Australasia and India as well as in Britain itself – were well
                  aware of this frailty, and more and more so after 1900. Secondly, the British system was also highly exposed to the global
                  economy that took shape with astonishing speed between 1870 and 1914. Britain's overseas earnings derived partly at least
                  from carrying and financing the trade of third parties, brokered through London. The circuit of payments that allowed the
                  huge growth of trade within the British world-system was multilateral in scope.4 India's deficit with Britain was met by the proceeds of its exports to Europe and the United States. Canada paid its American
                  deficit from its surplus with Britain. One-third of British trade was with European markets and suppliers. Although there
                  was room for debate about what level of protection (if any) would secure the best terms of trade for Britain and its system
                  against the rest of the world, an open global economy not a set of ‘mercantilist’ blocs seemed the economic corollary of the
                  British system's survival for most of the century after 1840. Thirdly, while the British system promoted certain cultural
                  affinities (most strongly between its English-speaking communities) and proclaimed a liberal ideology (in practice applied
                  by authoritarian means in India and elsewhere in the tropical empire), it was not a closed cultural world. Its external borders
                  were easily permeable, and open to influences from America, Europe and Russia (after 1917), from the intellectual heartlands
                  of the Islamic world, and even from China and Japan (whose revolt against the West was much admired by Gandhi). Internally,
                  too, ‘British’ culture coexisted uneasily with indigenous cultures and those of non-British settlers. By the late nineteenth
                  century, it faced strong cultural movements in India, forms of cultural nationalism in French Canada, Ireland and among the
                  Cape Afrikaners, and was feebly equipped to attempt a cultural ‘mission’ among its new African subjects. The angry assertiveness
                  of some British cultural ‘messengers’ and their periodic fits of despondency reflected not their calm superiority (as is sometimes
                  assumed) but a mood often closer to a siege mentality.
               

               A history of the British world-system must take account of these facts. First, British possessions (coloured red on the map) may loom large in the story, but only as parts of the larger conglomerate. Secondly, while the
                  political, economic and cultural history of different colonial (and semi-colonial) territories can be studied up to a point
                  as a local affair, the links between them and other parts of the system exerted a critical if variable influence on their
                  politics, economics and culture. The limits of British concession to Indian nationalism would be inexplicable without the
                  fact of India's contribution to ‘imperial defence’, just as the goals of the pre-1914 Congress make little sense except as
                  a claim to be treated on terms of equality with the ‘white dominions’ of the ‘British world’. Canada's extraordinary commitment
                  of men in two world wars – the greatest traumas of its twentieth-century history – derived fundamentally from a sense of its
                  shared identity as a ‘British nation’. The survival of Afrikanerdom in South Africa – the central fact of its twentieth-century history – was the prize for success in fighting the British to a virtual stalemate in 1899–1902, exploiting
                  their fear (as Smuts had foreseen) that keeping their army too long on the veld would endanger too many vital interests elsewhere.
                  Only the parochialism of most British historians has veiled the pervasive effects of Britain's external connections on its
                  institutions and outlook: the huge migrant flows, the vast overseas wealth, the ‘imperial’ monarchy, the cultural confidence
                  bred by the sense of enduring ‘centrality’ in a globalised world. Thirdly, ‘British connections’ were dynamic not static.
                  Their strength and solidity at any particular time were powerfully (perhaps decisively) shaped by the play of economic and
                  geopolitical forces at the global not just imperial level.
               

               But how to write such a history? It plainly cannot be done as a series of parallel histories of regions and colonies, whose
                  distinctive development and ultimate separation form the Leitmotif of their story. This is the ‘nationalist’ historiography in which ‘British connection’ is an alien force, and a barrier to
                  nationhood with all that it promised. In ‘national’ histories, links forged by migrations and the flows of goods and ideas
                  retreat to the margins, or form the static backdrop to the national ‘project’. But nor can it be done as a grandiose study
                  in ‘imperial policy’, as if decisions taken in Whitehall, and the thinking behind them, were the dominant force in the fate
                  of the system. Quite apart from the limits to imperial authority imposed by local conditions and external pressures, the ‘policy-makers’
                  rarely had a free rein to decide what British (or imperial) interests were, let alone how to preserve them. Least of all will
                  it help to fall back upon a crude stereotyping of conflicting ‘imaginaries’, in which ‘British’ conceptions of mastery are
                  contrasted with the values of their indigenous subjects. Although their widely different assumptions about race, gender and
                  class shaped the British connection with almost every part of the world, there was no single pattern of ‘hegemonic’ assertion
                  and local response. British opinions were not monolithic (since Britain was a complex and pluralistic society) and changed
                  over time. The same could be said of almost every society into which British influence was inserted. Most important of all,
                  discerning the impact of ‘imaginings’, ‘representations’ or ‘colonial knowledge’ requires something more than a sampling of
                  texts: the careful reconstruction of economic and political contexts must be the starting point of enquiry.
               
Even a book as lengthy as this one could not hope to do justice to the multiple threads that bound different places to Britain
                  and to other parts of its system. Instead, its main focus is upon what might be called ‘imperial politics’: the almost continual
                  debate over the terms of association by which the various member states (including Britain itself) were bound to the British
                  system. This was not simply the question of whether some form of independence was preferable – for most of the time, this
                  was hardly practical politics. It was more often a matter of the limits of local autonomy; of how far British values (especially
                  representative government) were being respected in practice (a key issue in India); of what place in the system colonial states
                  should aspire to; how much influence they should wield over the general direction of policy (especially in matters of external
                  defence); and whether the benefits and burdens of empire were being shared fairly between them. Politicians in states like
                  Argentina or Egypt, without formal ties to the Empire, but with no means of escape from the British embrace, faced much the
                  same issues. So in their own way did political leaders in Britain, which, together with India, met the main costs of imperial
                  defence. Of course, this debate was not only conducted between organs of colonial and British opinion, or between colonial
                  spokesmen and imperial officialdom. It divided parties and factions in each member territory where religion, ethnicity and
                  regional interests, as well as private ambition, helped determine the outcome.
               

               The theme of this book, then, is the continuous interplay of two sorts of tensions. The first was internal: the chronic disagreements
                  over how the British system should work, usually expressed as political conflict over the connection with Britain or ‘British
                  connection’. The second was external. The meaning of ‘British connection’ – its prestige and appeal, its perceived costs and
                  benefits – was pulled this way and that by the ‘exogenous’ forces of the global environment. The unpredictable shifts in the
                  shape of world politics; geopolitical change and the rise of new powers; boom, bubble and bust in the global economy; the
                  unforeseen impact of ideological movements and their contagious appeal: their collective effect was to create an ‘external’
                  arena of extraordinary turbulence before 1900, and of volcano-like chaos in the twentieth century. On their rollercoaster
                  ride through modern world history, the most powerful units of the British world system were at times flung together by centripetal
                  attraction, at times sucked apart as if about to spin off into separate trajectories. We know of course that, in the great crisis of empire in 1940–2, the system all but broke up and never fully recovered. But, up until then, it had
                  seemed axiomatic that, in one form or another, with more local freedom or less, the bond of empire would hold and the system
                  endure.
               

               What then were the system's most powerful components whose adhesion mattered most to its chance of survival? The most important
                  by far was the imperial centre: the British Isles, yoked together for most of the period in a British ‘Union’ or by the ‘dominion’
                  relationship with Southern Ireland between 1921 and 1948. This composite ‘Britain’ (more often called ‘England’ after its
                  dominant element) supplied much of the energy that the system demanded. Its huge financial resources, vast manufacturing output
                  and enormous coal reserves (its so-called ‘Black Indies’ of a thousand coalfields)5 made Britain a commercial and industrial titan, whose principal rivals, the United States and Germany, engaged much less
                  in trade or traded mainly with Europe. Even by the late 1880s, Britain disposed of more (steam) horsepower per head than any
                  other state, including the United States.6 Its large surplus of manpower (the product of birth-rate and prevailing social conditions) fuelled Britain's ‘demographic
                  imperialism’, the human capacity to stock the settlement colonies and maintain their British complexion, despite a much larger
                  migrant stream to the United States. Britain was also at all times a great power in Europe, and able to use its leverage there
                  as part of the general defence of its interests worldwide. The great strategic bonus of this European role, until the inter-war
                  years, was that the main source of its power in European politics, the world's largest deep-sea navy, could also be used to
                  uphold the oceanic supremacy first grasped at Trafalgar in 1805. Britain also possessed a set of cultural assets whose value
                  is harder to quantify but is of crucial importance. In their institutional form, these were the clubs and societies, associations
                  and leagues, patrons, sponsors and churches (as well as government agencies) through whom information and knowledge of the
                  world beyond Europe was collected, collated, digested and diffused to the public at large or to a more privileged few. Not
                  the least of the attributes that Britain contributed to the overall strength of its system was as a great cultural entrepot.
               

               In the world east of Suez, the indispensable element in British world power was India. Imperial India was more than the countries of modern ‘South Asia’. It was ‘Greater India’: a ‘sub-empire’ ruled from Calcutta
                  (and Simla), extending from Aden to Burma, and with its own sphere of influence in the Persian Gulf, Southwest Iran, Afghanistan and (for some of the time) Tibet. ‘Greater India’ might even include coastal East Africa, whose metropole was Bombay until the late nineteenth century, and the ‘Straits Settlements’
                  of the Malayan peninsula, ruled from Calcutta into the late 1860s. The agrarian revenues of the Indian ‘heartland’ paid for
                  a British-officered Indian army and after 1860 for a large British garrison, between a third and a half of Britain's regular
                  army. Of the peace-time strength of the British and Indian armies – together almost the whole regular land force of the British
                  world-system – the Indian taxpayer paid for nearly two-thirds. India's internal market, pegged open by rule, and its return
                  on investment, underwritten by government, was a major contributor to British employment (India was the largest market for
                  Britain's principal export) and to Britain's balance of payments. India's ports and railways (the largest network outside
                  the West), its merchants, migrants and labourers, its British-owned banks and agency-houses, and its strategic position on
                  the marine trunk road to East Asia, made up the engine of Anglo-Indian expansion, an enterprise under both British and Indian
                  management. By the late nineteenth century, it was hard to imagine how this intricate fusion of British and Indian interests
                  could be prised apart without disaster for both.
               

               The third great component of the British world-system was not territorial. It might almost be thought of as a ‘virtual India’:
                  a vast abstract realm of assets and interests. This was the hinterland of the City of London, a ‘commercial republic’ bound
                  together by self-interest not rule, but containing within it a fast-growing ‘empire’ of British-owned property. The jewel
                  in the crown of this empire of commerce was the deep-sea merchant marine, much of it serving non-British customers, but earning
                  a huge income remitted to its owners at home. It was closely paralleled by British-owned railways: like the Great Indian Peninsular
                  and the East Indian Railway, the Canadian Pacific Railway, the Great Southern Railway in Argentina, or the humbler ‘Simon
                  Bolivar’ in Northern Venezuela. Banks and insurance companies, shipping agents and packers, and a mass of installations including
                  utilities, harbour-works, telegraph companies (like the globe-spanning ‘Great Eastern’), plantations, mines, and concessions
                  for oil, also helped to ensure that the profits Britain drew from the growth of world trade were second to none. By the 1890s,
                  the income that was drawn from these overseas assets and the invisible income from shipping and services was equivalent to between 70 and 80 per cent of the earnings from Britain's domestic (merchandise) exports (in 1960, by contrast,
                  Britain's net invisible income was much less than one-twentieth of the earnings from exports). They more than covered the
                  payment gap between British exports and imports (the remotest of dreams in 1960) protected the value of sterling, and built
                  up the ‘war-chest’ of overseas assets on which British governments drew deeply in both world wars.
               

               The fourth component was the ‘awkward squad’ of self-governing settlement colonies, called ‘dominions’ after 1907, or, colloquially,
                  ‘the white dominions’. It was a disparate group that comprised Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa (after union
                  in 1910), Newfoundland (whose bankruptcy brought rule by a British commission from 1933 until 1949, when it became a province
                  of Canada), the Irish Free State (from 1921 until 1948 when it became a republic and left the Commonwealth) and Southern Rhodesia
                  (which, after 1923, enjoyed dominion-like status, but without full self-government). To the French Canadian minority, the
                  Afrikaner majority among South African whites, and, in the Irish Free State, loyalty to the ‘British connection’, was at best
                  conditional, at worst non-existent. But, among the ethnic British majorities in Canada, Australia, New Zealand and Newfoundland,
                  and the large ‘English’ minority among South African whites, a sense of shared British identity (to be sharply distinguished
                  from any subservience to Britain) was deeply ingrained. Dominion politicians declared over and over again that Canada, Australia,
                  New Zealand and Newfoundland were ‘British countries’, or ‘British nations’. To them and their constituents (since this was
                  a popular not an elite point of view), the ‘Empire’ was not an alien overlord, but a joint enterprise in which they were,
                  or claimed to be, partners. It was not so much England as the Empire for which they were fighting, said Milner in 1917.7 Its interests were – or ought to be – theirs. The Whitehall officials who dealt with these ‘colonial’ leaders found them
                  prickly and unyielding, and took their revenge in disparaging minutes. In fact, the dominions were a critical element in British
                  world power. The remarkable loyalty of the ‘overseas British’ and their economic efficiency made them the most reliable overseas
                  part of the whole British world-system, contributing a million men for military service in the First World War (as many as
                  India), and more in the Second, as well as (from Canada especially) vital industrial and financial resources.
               
British world power, to put the matter more starkly, required the cooperation of each of these elements and the resources
                  they offered – material and psychological. When they fell away, collapsed or seceded (as largely happened between 1940 and
                  1947), that world power soon ended. Three further points, however, need to be made. The first is that those long-favoured
                  categories of ‘imperialism’ and ‘nationalism’ as the binary opposites of imperial history are of limited value in making sense
                  of this story. In much of their overseas system, the British could make little use (even if they wanted to) of coercive methods
                  or authoritarian rule. Among those British ‘imperialists’ for whom ‘closer union’ with the settlement colonies was the greatest
                  priority, sharing London's command of foreign affairs and defence through a federal system was the favoured solution. Secondly,
                  although ‘nationalist’ histories make much of resistance, and eagerly trace the genealogy of independence movements back to
                  the earliest phases of colonial rule, most of those who were politically active in colonial societies were far more ambivalent.
                  For some, foreign rule had been a political and cultural bonanza, displacing the power of groups they disliked more. Thus
                  many Bengali Hindus felt liberated from the Muslim regime that Clive had defeated. For others, nationalist activity was primarily
                  ‘tactical’ – to obtain specific concessions – not ‘strategic’ – to forge a separate sovereign state. Nor is this surprising.
                  For the third point to make is that, until very late in the day (the early 1940s is the likeliest time), it seemed wisest
                  to assume that British world power would remain exceptionally formidable, that escape from its orbit would be exceptionally
                  difficult, and that, in a world of predatory powers, the imperial frying-pan was not the worst place to be. It was much more
                  realistic to seek the widest autonomy that the British system had to offer than to strive for the grail of an unimaginable
                  sovereignty. With the exception of Jawaharlal Nehru, who dreamt of a Marxist millennium, and of Subhas Chandra Bose, the Indian
                  nationalist leadership of the 1920s and 1930s showed an indifference to the international scene that seems amazing in retrospect.
               

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

               First, it might allow us to see more clearly than before that Britain's place in the world was not simply a consequence of
                  Britain's ‘own’ power and its ability to impose it wholesale on the rest of the globe. Instead, the key to British power lay
                  in combining the strength of its overseas components with that of the imperial centre, and managing them – not commanding
                  them – through the various linkages of ‘imperial politics’: some persuasive, some coercive, some official, some unofficial.
                  Stripped of those assets that lay outside the direct control of the administrators in Whitehall, British power in the world
                  would have been feeble indeed. The rest depended upon the willingness of political and business elites in different parts
                  of the world to acknowledge the benefits that membership of the British system conferred, and concede – sometimes grudgingly
                  – that its various costs were worthwhile. Of course, that willingness was bound to depend upon the general equilibrium of
                  the whole British system, and Britain's ability to meet its large share of the overall burden.
               

               Secondly, adopting this view allows us to form a clearer impression of the actual trajectory of British world power, both
                  its rise and its decline. In one school of thought, British world power performed a long diminuendo from its brief mid-Victorian
                  triumph.8 In another, the Edwardian era saw the last fading chance to stave off decline, but one thrown away by the weakness or blindness
                  of the ‘weary Titan's’ own political leaders.9 A third proclaims that British power reached its apogee in the inter-war years.10 A fourth was that the gradual decline of those years was briefly reversed in the Second World War before a final sudden descent.11 A fifth was that the British clung on by hook or by crook until the final surrender of their ‘role’ east of Suez in the late
                  1960s. Each case has its merits. But, if we ask when each part of the British system could contribute the most to its overall
                  power, it seems clear that neither the ‘white dominions’ nor the mercantile and property empire over which the City presided
                  counted for much before the later nineteenth century, and that the contribution of India, in economic and military terms,
                  also rose in that period. By the inter-war years, in a much harsher environment, there were clear signs of strain, alleviated
                  in part by the weakness of Britain's main rivals until very late in the day. But the real turning point came with the strategic catastrophe of 1940–2. Britain's drastic defeat as a European power,
                  the forced liquidation of the most valuable parts of its property empire, the lapse of its claim to the (more or less) unconditional
                  loyalty of the overseas dominions, and the irrecoverable offer of independence to India to meet the desperate emergency of
                  1942, marked the practical end of the British system created in the mid-nineteenth century. That empire that hung on after
                  1945 was built from different (and much more fragile) materials. It relied far more than before upon the efforts of Britain
                  itself, not least the diverting of so much of its manpower into a conscript army and the arduous struggle to earn more from
                  merchandise exports than ever before. It also imposed new burdens on the least-developed parts of the pre-war system. Above
                  all, it depended upon the goodwill and assistance of a far stronger world power, less and less willing to concede even the
                  shadow of parity to its debilitated partner.
               

               Thirdly, a ‘systemic’ view of British imperialism places Britain itself in a different perspective. It serves to remind us
                  that Britain's attachment to empire should not be taken for granted, and that taking part in the system had variable costs
                  and benefits for different sections of British society. It points up the fact that the overseas elements of British world
                  power were quite different in kind and required quite different types of ‘British connection’. To assume that the British
                  at home treated their property empire, the settler societies of the white dominions, and their ‘Indian empire’, as a single
                  set of possessions, or applied in each case a uniform imperial ideology, would be a basic (but all too common) mistake. For
                  one thing, these different components had built up informal alliances inside British society whose outlook and influence varied
                  considerably. For another, the British interests at play were themselves markedly different. For example, the large fragment
                  of British society with friends or relations in the great emigrant flow to Canada after 1900 had little in common with the
                  narrow elite that championed the interests of the ‘Civilian Raj’, or with the shareholders and bondholders who had tied up
                  their fortunes with Argentine railways or funds in Peru.
               

               Viewed in this light, it is hard to see how the sometimes furious debate about whether (and how far) Britain itself was ‘imperialised’
                  can be settled one way or the other. On the part of some writers, huge claims have been made about the implanting at home
                  of racial, social and sexual values derived from imperial domination abroad. The speculative (not to say intuitive) basis for a good deal of this writing,12 its flimsy dependence upon a handful of texts, and the methodological error of abstracting fragments of evidence from their
                  broader cultural context, have rightly been criticised – recently and trenchantly in Bernard Porter's The Absent-Minded Imperialists,13 which insisted that enthusiasm for imperial rule was confined to a limited section of the upper classes. But it is equally true that, if we define empire more broadly (to
                  include self-governing colonies and zones of economic preponderance), a much wider constituency saw Britain's fate as tied
                  up with its overseas interests and assumed, for example, the unchallengeable right of British migrants abroad to seize and
                  fill up the lands of indigenous peoples. How far these different conceptions and connections of empire helped to ‘constitute’
                  British society is indeed a moot point. It can hardly be doubted that the sense of being part of a larger political world
                  extending far beyond Britain was very widely diffused. Only the most obtuse of newspaper readers (perhaps three million adults
                  by 1830)14 could have failed to notice that external events often intruded upon their domestic activities. Entrenched vested interests,
                  often commanding a loud public voice, could play upon this awareness of a ‘greater’ Britain on whose power and prestige ‘little’
                  England depended. But they could not assume a broad public sympathy for all types of empire and on every occasion. Nor of
                  course did the ‘imperial interest’ speak with one voice or express a single concern. If Britain was ‘constituted’ by its empire
                  we should have to consider how far its ‘constitution’ was shaped by flows of migration (and their return), a sense of pan-British
                  identity, the appeal of free trade (as a source of cheap overseas food), and the claims of evangelical Christianity on the
                  conscience and purse of domestic society, as well as by the vicarious pleasures of lording over ‘lesser breeds without the
                  law’. On those grounds alone, the fashionable notion that the least attractive aspects of modern British culture can be traced
                  directly to its unsavoury imperial past, should only appeal to those who like their history kept simple.
               

               Fourthly, while the importance of India and of the ‘empire of commerce’ are a familiar theme in almost all modern accounts
                  of British world power, the place of the white dominions has been all but ignored by two generations of imperial historiography.15 At best, the overseas British have appeared in the guise of ‘pre-fabricated collaborators’, copying the habits and consuming
                  the products of the industrial Britain in whose mould they were formed.16 In a characteristically witty aside, the most brilliant historian of modern British imperialism dismissed Anglo-dominion relations as a question of ‘treaties about
                  halibut’.17 Revision is long overdue. The dominions cannot be fitted into the Procrustean bed of ‘imperial collaboration’. Nor can their
                  contribution to British world power be treated as less important than India's. In four dominions out of five (including Newfoundland),
                  commitment to the British cause in 1914 was a matter not of elite calculation but of popular will. And, unlike the rest of
                  the empire, the dominions were willing and able to sustain a large-scale war effort in manpower and materiel during the system's
                  great crisis, and to do so moreover at their own expense. It was the will and the means to identify their interests with those
                  of Britain, and at huge physical cost, that made the dominions so special. It was only once Britain could no longer make good
                  its claim on their loyalty, or had signalled a new orientation towards Europe,18 that their attachment began to corrode.
               

               Finally, by thinking in terms of a British system of world power, not of a bundle of territories superintended from London,
                  we can make some better sense of the final strange phase of British imperialism: the zigzags and u-turns after the Second
                  World War. As we have seen, with the loss of so many overseas assets, the independence of India, the dominions’ strategic
                  dependence upon the United States, the eclipse of Britain itself as a great naval power, and its renewed vulnerability to
                  external attack, the pre-war British system had almost completely collapsed. Yet there was also the need, and (as it seemed)
                  the scope, to construct a new one, to restore British security and British prosperity. This was why the British pressed into
                  service colonial regions that had previously been of only marginal value in tropical Africa, tropical Asia and the Middle
                  East. The Middle East was a special case. The British had been drawn deeper and deeper into this crossroads sub-continent
                  with its layer upon layer of cultures, religions and peoples. They had rushed in to protect their short sea route to India
                  through the Suez Canal and occupied Egypt in 1882. They fought an arduous war after 1914 to protect the approaches to Egypt
                  and the Persian Gulf against Germany's Ottoman ally. In the year of imperial crisis in 1918 – a 1940 that might have been
                  – they extended their reach as far north as the Caspian to pre-empt a German advance from the broken empire of Russia. In
                  the inter-war years, they clung to much of their takings. After 1945, in far gloomier conditions, they had a powerful motive
                  to hang on regardless. Now the Middle East was a base from which to defend Britain itself against the daunting threat from the east. But the costs and risks of it all, like the costs and risks of ruling
                  the tropical colonies much more intensely, fell entirely on Britain. The balance of safety became agonisingly narrow. A forward
                  move by a rival great power (hostile or friendly), a show of resistance by local nationalist leaders, an open quarrel with
                  an indispensable ally, a spasm of weakness in an overstrained economy: each was enough to produce symptoms of crisis. Fifteen
                  years after the Second World War, the effort to build a new British world-system had come to little or nothing. By 1960, it
                  was only a question of how to preserve as much influence as possible in a superpower world.
               

               But why begin the history of Britain's world-system in the 1830s and 1840s? After all, Adam Smith, from whose sceptical phrase
                  this book takes its main title, saw the discovery of America and the rounding of the Cape as decisive moments in the history
                  of the world. By the 1770s, when The Wealth of Nations was published, the British had won a great North American empire, and were in the process of seizing a second vast empire
                  on the Indian sub-continent. If they had lost much of the first by the mid-1780s, they had certainly gained a good deal of
                  the second. Between 1783 and 1815, they added much more to this haul: Eastern Australia (annexed in 1788); the Cape Colony
                  (taken for good in 1806); Trinidad and Mauritius; Penang (in modern Malaysia); and Malta and the Ionian islands in the Mediterranean.
                  They ejected the French from Syria and Egypt; sent their (Indian) navy into the Persian Gulf; and made an abortive attempt
                  to ‘liberate’ Buenos Aires from Spanish imperial rule. By 1818, with the final defeat of the Maratha confederacy, their East
                  India Company was the dominant power in South Asia. If the exertion of military power all over the globe is the test of world power, a
                  strong case can be made for this earlier period.19

               Nor was Britain itself without obvious signs of embracing this imperial and global role. The attempt to reassert British authority
                  over the American colonies had evoked very mixed feelings in opinion at home, while the ‘oriental’ corruption of the ‘nabobs’
                  in India aroused the resentment on which Burke sought to play in the impeachment of Hastings. Adam Smith's famous tract denounced
                  the ‘mercantilist’ equation between political empire and commercial expansion. But, with the onset of world war in the 1790s, the huge mobilisation
                  of manpower and money for the struggle with France, the vast scope of the conflict – in every continent – swept away any doubt
                  that Britain's survival required a military effort over much of the globe. The old empire of settlement (of which only a rump
                  remained) paled in comparison with the new empire of conquest. What was taken by military force would have to be kept by arbitrary
                  power. The untrammelled authority of British officials, not local self-government by elected politicians, became the constitutional
                  rule.
               

               Of course, this ‘empire of authority’ of which the great symbol was India remained a key element in British world power almost
                  until its demise. But it would be wrong to see it as the dominant or even representative element. In a longer view, the militarist
                  ethos of 1790–1815 was a transient phase: it soon came under domestic attack once peace and depression set in. The following
                  decades saw the steady restriction of governors’ powers except in the poorest or most vulnerable outposts. The 1790s to the
                  1820s was an age of crisis and strain. It was less the classical era of British world power than its turbulent pre-history,
                  when prevailing conditions remained very uncertain. In the 1830s and 1840s, by contrast, most of the favourable conditions
                  had begun to converge for the growth of the loose decentralised construct that sustained British world power into the 1940s.
               

               The first and most fundamental was the new balance of power and wealth across Eurasia. China's defeat in the first opium war
                  (1839–42), however partial, signalled that East Asia would be a passive actor in world politics for the foreseeable future.
                  The implications were massive. Peking had lost by default the chance to invoke great power diplomacy to restrain its unwelcome
                  new sea-borne neighbour. British interests could press forward in maritime East Asia against only local resistance. The value
                  of India as the base from which to project British power in the East had been strikingly vindicated. At almost the same time,
                  the prolonged ‘Eastern crisis’ of 1830–41 confirmed the fragility of the Ottoman and Iranian empires, and the wide new scope
                  for British trade and diplomacy in Egypt and the Middle East. The Eastern crisis was also a critical test of the post-Napoleonic
                  order in Europe. What it revealed was not the existence of British hegemony (that luxuriant myth of current historiography)
                  but a pattern of European politics which, while not free from conflict, disfavoured both a grand coalition against Britain
                  (a constant threat between 1778 and 1814) and recourse to a general war. Although their European diplomacy was intermittently
                  stressful, the British were able to distribute their military power across the globe (and lock up much of their army in India
                  after 1860) on the cheerful assumption that domestic invasion was at worst a remote possibility. In the Americas, too, the
                  geopolitical climate after 1830 was much more propitious. The new Latin American states were now fully detached from their
                  old masters in Europe, and thrown open (in theory at least) to British influence and trade. With the anglo-settler republic
                  in North America, relations were more fractious. But the headlong expansion of the ‘slave south’ (the main source of Lancashire
                  cotton) and the commercial Northeast (with its close ties to London and Liverpool) had created a sufficient degree of mutual
                  dependence to avert renewal of the frontier and maritime warfare of 1812–14, despite the prolonged crisis in Canada and the
                  territorial disputes in Maine and Oregon. An American war, as the British well knew, would have been a strategic catastrophe
                  with global effects.
               

               The other conditions can be listed more briefly. The scale of Britain's industrialisation after 1830 was critical (a simple
                  index of this is the production of pig iron: 1796: 125,000 tons; 1830: 677,000 tons; 1860: 3.8 million tons20). Pre-industrial empires required an abundance of coercive force to suppress rebellion and repel external attack. Even close
                  commercial and cultural ties were no guarantee of colonial loyalty, as the Thirteen Colonies had shown. Industrialism changed
                  the context and equation of imperial power. It increased the dependence of ‘colonial’ economies, and encouraged their development
                  in every world region. It facilitated the global projection of military power far beyond the old limits of wind-powered warships,
                  and greatly cheapened its use once telegraph, steamship and railway could shuttle information and manpower swiftly across
                  vast distances. It turned the demographic imperialism of settler societies from a slow laborious advance into a Blitzkrieg invasion, swamping local resistance and transforming faraway natural environments into ‘neo-Europes’ and ‘new Britains’.
                  It hugely reinforced the cultural prestige of the imperial rulers, and (through the new technologies of communication) increased
                  the volume and intensity of their cultural impact. Industrialisation was also closely connected with two other pre-conditions
                  for the growth of Britain's world-system: the great British out-migration and the export of capital. Not until the 1830s and
                  1840s did the annual trickle of migrants begin to swell into the flood that helped build a ‘British world’. Not till the 1850s and 1860s were the funds coming to hand to
                  build the City's great property empire abroad. In short, without the geopolitical and ‘geo-economic’ conditions which Britain
                  was peculiarly well placed to exploit, but which had scarcely developed before 1830, British expansion would indeed have remained
                  ‘not an empire, but the project of an empire; not a gold mine, but the project of a gold mine’. Without them, the only safe
                  course for Britain would have been, in Adam Smith's words, ‘to accommodate her future views and designs to the real mediocrity
                  of her circumstances’.21

               In the story that follows, Part I attempts to describe how a British system emerged in the long ‘Victorian peace’ (a relative
                  term to Zulus, Ashanti, Sudanese, Ethiopians, Egyptians, Aborigines, Maori, Indians, Burmese, Chinese and others) up to 1914.
                  Part II traces its fate in the ‘age of iron’ that followed.
               

            

         

      

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


   
      
            1  VICTORIAN ORIGINS

            After mercantilism

            
               From the 1830s onwards, the Victorians gradually transformed their sprawling legacy of war and mercantilism into a world-system
                  much of whose fabric survived into the late 1940s. Yet they did not do so to a conscious plan, nor under the influence of
                  a master ideology. Victorian imperialists were drawn from different interests and classes. They were driven by motives that
                  were at times contradictory. Rival visions of empire pulled them in different directions. Nor could they count on a source
                  of irresistible power to carry them forward wherever they chose. British firepower and capital formed a limited stock for
                  which, at any one time, there were competing demands. The scope for enlarging British influence or territory was not just
                  a function of British wishes or needs. It also depended upon many factors and forces outside the control of – perhaps even
                  unknown to – British interests and agents. Hence, much of their handiwork followed the law of unintended consequences. However
                  clear-sighted the prophet, it would not have been easy to foresee the path followed by British expansion between 1830 and
                  1880. It would have been harder still to envisage the societies that it helped to create both overseas and at home in the
                  British Isles. The imperial system that the Victorians made emerged by default not from design.
               

               Once we concede that there was nothing inevitable about the extraordinary course of Victorian imperialism, we can begin to
                  explore the gravitational field that governed British expansion: propelling it forward in some places; holding it back in
                  others; bending and twisting its impact; raising or lowering its costs; imposing or concealing its contemporary meaning. The
                  starting point must be the play of geopolitical pressures. Victorian Britain was a powerful state, but it was not all-powerful, and much nonsense is talked of Victorian ‘hegemony’.
                  Even a minister as aggressive as Lord Palmerston, whose belligerent rhetoric is sometimes naively equated with his conduct
                  of policy, was always acutely aware that British strength had its limits, especially on land. Victorian statesmen avoided
                  confrontation with other strong powers whenever they could. Those who schemed for the extension of colonial territory looked
                  first to the regions where little resistance was feared, or where the British already commanded the main geographical gateways.
                  Secondly, it would be a mistake to imagine that the moves to expand Britain's spheres of rule, protection or semi-free trade
                  were part of a programme or policy invented in Whitehall. Much more important was the pressure exerted by the old networks
                  and lobbies that managed Britain's overseas interests and the new ones that sprang up to promote commercial, land-seeking,
                  emigrant, humanitarian, missionary or scientific enterprise. The annexation of New Zealand, the first ‘opium war’ against
                  China, and Britain's maritime presence on the west coast of Africa, reflected the strength of these lobbies, and their power
                  to bend the ‘official mind’ to their will. Yet the fate of these schemes, and of many others besides, was also determined
                  by a third force at work. The ‘men on the spot’, in the bridgeheads of trade, settlement, religion or rule, had to marshal
                  the ‘investments’ (of money, men, credit or force) transmitted from Britain and use them to leverage added local resources.
                  How successful they were in exploiting the trade, settling the land, tapping the revenue or enlisting the manpower of the
                  regions around them decided how fast their bridgeheads would grow – and how much appeal they would have to those with influence
                  at home. Indeed, building their ‘connection’ in London, winning over the press and public opinion, and cementing their ties
                  with a favourable lobby, were a constant concern. The supreme practitioner of this ‘bridgehead politics’ after 1880 was to
                  be Cecil Rhodes. But he had many precursors.
               

               Left to itself, expansion of this kind was likely to throw up a whole series of ‘sub-empires’: offshoots of influence, occupation
                  and rule wherever British interests could gain a favourable purchase. By the mid-nineteenth century, there were clusters of
                  British merchants spread around the world from China to Peru, entrenched more or less in the overseas trade of formally sovereign
                  states. There was a clutch of free-ports under British jurisdiction, where British merchants (and others) strove to gather
                  the trade of the neighbouring region: Gibraltar, Singapore and Hong Kong. There was a mass of (mostly) small settlements scattered across the enormous territories claimed or conquered
                  as British ‘possessions’ and annexed to the Crown: ‘British’ North America (comprising the huge tracts ‘ruled’ by the Hudson's
                  Bay Company west of the Great Lakes as well as ‘the Canadas’ – modern Ontario and Quebec – and the four maritime provinces);
                  Australia (perhaps one million immigrants along the ‘boomerang coast’ from Brisbane to Adelaide); New Zealand (a dozen small
                  colonies mainly linked by the sea); and South Africa (where a handful of British in the Cape Colony and Natal lived with the
                  more numerous ‘Dutch’ in a tense and often violent relation with the black communities within and beyond the colonial frontier).
                  There were the old plantation colonies of the British West Indies, once the jewel in the imperial crown, but (with free trade
                  in sugar and the loss of slave labour) now falling behind their economic competitors (Brazil and Cuba retained their slaves
                  until late in the century). And there was India, still ruled by the Company (until 1858) with its huge ‘sepoy’ army, a great
                  conquest state whose influence was exerted spasmodically on the arc of territories from Aden (annexed to Bombay in 1839) in
                  the west to Singapore (ruled from Calcutta until 1867) in the east. In what sense, we might ask, was this disparate collection
                  of ‘work camps in the wilderness’, mercantile agencies, mildewed plantations, treaty-ports and port-cities, coaling stations
                  and bases, fractious semi-protectorates and one huge garrison state to be considered an ‘empire’? Yet, by the late nineteenth
                  century, this ‘project of an empire’ (in Adam Smith's phrase) had become a world-system. Its component parts assumed increasingly
                  specialised roles. They fitted together in ways that maximised Britain's power in the world. How had this happened?
               

               Of the likeliest causes, perhaps three were decisive. The first was the greater integration permitted by technical advance
                  and institutional change. The telegraph, steamship and railway speeded the flows of goods, information and people (as well
                  as military force) between the imperial centre and its outlying parts. The rise of an international capital market in London,
                  and its vast ‘information exchange’ (of newspapers, news agencies, specialised journals, commercial intelligence and promotional
                  literature) increased the dependence of colonial or semi-colonial regions on this grand metropolis. When competing for markets,
                  money and (in the case of settler countries) men, or if claiming the support and sympathy of the ‘imperial factor’ in their
                  local affairs, they had to ‘sell’ themselves as net contributors to the larger ‘British world’, promising profits, goods or services not on offer elsewhere.
                  The second influence at work was connected with this. The way that empire was imagined by the 1870s revealed the drawing of
                  ever sharper distinctions between the economic trajectory, social development and political status to which different regions
                  could aspire. J. R. Seeley's famous denial that the ‘kith and kin’ settlements of ‘Greater Britain’ (the phrase was coined
                  by Charles Dilke in 18691) were an empire at all was one symptom of this. Indian demands for an equal place in what Dadabhai Naoroji called the ‘imperial
                  firm’,2 and the angry rejection of a constitutional status below the internal self-government enjoyed by most settler societies,
                  showed how quickly the implications of this were detected elsewhere. Thirdly, from the late 1860s onwards, the British began
                  to think more systematically about the defence of their widely scattered possessions. One committee (in 1867) enquired into
                  the prospects of organising a ‘Force of Asiatic Troops for General Service in Suitable Climates’ (to replace British garrisons).3 In the late 1870s, the Royal Commission on Colonial Defence, spurred on by the fear of Russian advance, debated what contribution
                  the colonies should make to their own protection.4 As the novel conception of ‘imperial defence’ began to take shape, India's role as the ‘imperial strategic reserve’ in the
                  world east of Suez became the dominant element in British plans for its future. The pressures of world politics, like those
                  of the new ‘world economy’ (whose emergence may be dated from c.1870), pushed and prodded the mid-Victorians’ forward rush
                  into the late Victorians’ world-system
               

            

            The geopolitics of expansion

            
               Britain's global position after 1815 has often been seen as almost prodigally favourable in geopolitical terms: conferring
                  free movement in almost any direction. It was certainly true that the era of world war between 1793 and 1815 had brought the
                  British some remarkable winnings. They handed back Java and the other Dutch colonies in Southeast Asia as a dowry for the
                  new Netherlands kingdom (modern Belgium and the Netherlands) that was meant to serve as the northern barrier to renewed French
                  expansion. But they kept Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Mauritius and the Cape as a way of preventing the return of French sea-power
                  to the Indian Ocean in any foreseeable future. In the Mediterranean, with their hands on the Ionian islands, and above all on Malta with its Grand Harbour, they could keep their navy in the eastern
                  part of the sea astride the main maritime route to the Straits and Egypt. In the North Atlantic, they already controlled (in
                  Halifax and the British Caribbean) the bases from which to watch the American seaboard. The collapse of Spain, and the client
                  status of Portugal, had now opened the South Atlantic coast to British maritime influence in Brazil and La Plata and (with
                  the occupation of the Falkland Islands in 1833) gave them a guard-post that commanded Cape Horn. In themselves, the territories
                  that the British acquired were not of great value and had small or poor populations. But their geostrategic meaning was huge.
                  Their capture by Britain signalled the end of the mercantilist order that had partitioned Europe's seaborne trade with the
                  Americas and Asia between the closed economic empires of Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, France and Britain. The age of
                  ‘free’ trade was about to begin.
               

               If the British had blasted open the path to unlimited commerce with the world beyond Europe, it also looked by the 1820s and
                  1830s as if the regimes at the far end of their long-distance sea-lanes had become more receptive, or at least more vulnerable,
                  to their trade and diplomacy. In those decades, it seemed as if vast new worlds were now ready to be explored, exploited,
                  colonised or converted. The successive opening up to travel and trade of Central and South America, the Niger, the South African
                  interior, parts of the Middle East (especially Egypt), the Persian Gulf, Central Asia, New Zealand, the North Pacific and
                  China promised a global revolution of which Britain was likely to be the main beneficiary. ‘The situation of Great Britain’,
                  remarked a parliamentary committee in 1837, ‘brings her beyond any other power into communication with the uncivilised nations
                  of the earth.’5 With command of the sea, a lion's share of inter-continental trade and a long lead in the use of industrial techniques, the
                  British had the means (or so hindsight has often suggested) to make a universal empire along the lines they chose. With little
                  to fear from any European rival, and the means to beat down any local resistance, they would become the hegemon, the invincible
                  power.
               

               A closer inspection makes for a more sober assessment. It was true that, since the naval triumph at Trafalgar, Britain's maritime
                  strength made it hard for any other European state to attack its far-flung possessions by sea. The diplomacy of George Canning
                  (British foreign minister, 1822–7) was intended to exploit this advantage and restrict Britain's European neighbours to the affairs of their
                  continent. Britain alone of the European powers would have position and influence in the world beyond: this was why it was
                  so urgent to establish friendly relations with the newly independent states in Latin America.6 But, if Canning had hoped that Britain's command of the New World would allow it to cast off the burdens of the Old, his
                  successors (Canning died in 1827) learned a different lesson. His pupil, Lord Palmerston, faced a series of crises in Europe
                  that threatened most of the gains of 1815. After 1830, the Belgian revolt tore in half the Netherlands kingdom – the guard-dog
                  created against French domination of the Low Countries (and the invasion route to Britain). Spain and Portugal, saved from
                  Napoleon by Wellington's army, seemed likely to fall under conservative monarchs who would look to Austria, Russia or even
                  to France rather than to Britain. The Ottoman Empire seemed about to break up, with Egypt and Syria falling to Mehemet Ali
                  (suspected by London to be a client of France) and the rest of the empire – including the Straits – remaining under the sultan,
                  now reduced by misfortune to dependence on Russia. Britain lacked the means to act decisively, however vital its interests
                  in the Eastern Mediterranean. ‘It was not in our power, already engaged in the affairs of Belgium and Portugal, to enter into
                  a third business of this kind’, the British prime minister told Palmerston in April 1833. ‘We had no available force for such
                  a [commitment] and I am quite sure that Parliament would not have granted us one.’7 Instead, it was laborious diplomacy, the skilful exploitation of Russo-French rivalry and the mutual exhaustion of the local
                  protagonists that brought Palmerston his triumph in 1840–1. Ottoman revival and Mehemet Ali's defeat restored the regional
                  balance and secured the prime British interest in excluding any other great power from a dominant influence in the Eastern
                  Mediterranean or on the land-bridge to India. In much the same way, Palmerston used the hostility of the ‘Eastern Powers’
                  (Prussia, Austria and Russia) towards France to entrench the independence and neutrality of the new Belgian state in the 1839
                  treaty.
               

               The tense diplomacy of 1830–41 showed that British prestige and security, and the safety of their lines of communication with
                  the outer world, depended upon an active diplomacy in Europe, not a passive enjoyment of Europe's internal divisions, let
                  alone the assertion of London's irresistible will. In the world beyond Europe, as much as in Europe itself, British leaders had to reckon with the ambitions of three large states as eager as they were to extend
                  the sphere of their influence. France, Russia and the United States, Palmerston told the House of Commons in 1858, were ‘three great…powers…so far independent of naval
                  warfare that even a naval reverse does not materially affect them’.8 Each had the means to disrupt British influence or cut down its scope. Of the three, it was France that was the most potentially
                  dangerous, although hopes of a liberal alliance – what Palmerston once called ‘a Western Confederacy of free states’9 – periodically lulled British suspicion that Napoleonic ambitions still lingered in Paris. But French influence and interests
                  in Belgium, Spain and Italy, the occupation of Algiers (in 1830) and the special connection with Egypt were a constant factor
                  in British diplomacy. The reputation and size of France's military machine, its volatile politics (with five regime changes
                  between 1815 and 1851), its revolutionary tradition, and the influence derived from its enormous cultural prestige, made for
                  uneasy and often irritable relations. ‘Nothing can be settled in Europe or the Levant without war’, the Duke of Wellington
                  told Peel (then prime minister) in 1845, ‘unless by good understanding with France; nor can any question be settled in other
                  parts of the world, excepting by the good understanding between France and this country.’10 French public opinion was thought dangerously febrile: ‘a certain number of turbulent men, without profession, occupation
                  or principles, idle and thoroughly demoralized, passing their time in reading newspapers and talking politics…give a fictitious
                  character to public opinion’, said Palmerston, quoting Guizot.11 The French government, said Peel, had ‘very little control over the popular will, and equally little over its servants, military,
                  naval and diplomatic’.12 That France was also a naval power, active in the Pacific, Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean, increased the danger of collision
                  and a storm in the press. A French squadron blockaded the River Plate estuary in the late 1830s. In the second Western war
                  against China in 1856–60, the French presence in East Asia was as large as the British. More serious was the risk that France
                  would exploit Anglo-American tensions. Most frightening of all, at least for a time, was the fear that the application of
                  steam power would allow France to reverse Britain's historic naval advantage and open the way for a Blitzkrieg invasion.
               

               Russia was not a colonial power in the maritime sense (except in Alaska, sold in 1867 to the United States). Its naval power
                  outside Europe was negligible. Russia had been the great counterweight to France in the struggle for Europe before 1815, to Britain's
                  great benefit. By the 1820s, however, the renewal of Russia's southward expansion around the Black Sea, converging on the
                  Straits, had become a major British obsession. The uncertain mood of the Ottoman government (often called ‘the Porte’ after
                  the great gateway in Constantinople where its main offices were), the restless atmosphere of its European provinces and the
                  open rebellion after 1830 of its over-mighty viceroy in Egypt, Mehemet Ali, all raised the prospect of a sudden implosion
                  of Ottoman power. With the Tsar's armies a few forced marches away, he was likely to take a lion's share of the assets. With
                  control of the Straits, the sympathy of Orthodox Greeks and Armenians (the main mercantile classes across the Near East),
                  and a military grip on Eastern Anatolia, Russia would become the greatest power in the region, and the over-lordship of Persia
                  would follow in due course. ‘I take Nicholas to be ambitious, bent upon great schemes, determined to make extensive additions
                  to his dominions and, animated by the same hatred to England which was felt by Napoleon . . .’ was Palmerston's verdict in
                  1835.13 Whether Nicholas I and his ministers were really committed to the grand geopolitical designs attributed to them now seems
                  unlikely. As an imperial power, Russia suffered from several obvious weaknesses, not least a backward economy, appalling communications,
                  undigested minorities and a brittle and overstretched government.14 Knowing these defects, the Russians were afraid of encirclement and economic attrition and tried to pre-empt them. But Palmerston
                  was not alone in believing that Russia had entered a critical phase in its pursuit of world power. ‘Sooner or later’, he told
                  a cabinet colleague, ‘the Cossak and the Sepoy, the man from the Baltic and he from the British islands will meet in the centre
                  of Asia. It should be our business to make sure that the meeting is as far off from our Indian possessions as may be convenient.’15 He hoped to exploit Russia's defeat in the Crimean War (achieved with the help of French military power,16 not just to drive it away from the Straits but to expel it from the Caucasus, its gateway to Asia and the scene of savage
                  war against the Chechen population. But there and in East Asia, where the Aigun treaty brought them closer to North China
                  in the late 1850s, the Russians were already too strong to be fenced in in this way.
               

               The threat posed by Russia in the Middle East, and, by extension, in Central Asia, acted as a magnet on British grand strategy,
                  sucking the British towards risky forward commitments where their naval advantage was hard to deploy. In the western hemisphere
                  they faced a quite different rival. The American republic was a white settler state, decentralised, populist and territorially
                  avaricious on no less a scale than Russia or Britain. Its leaders were deeply suspicious of Britain and (in the South) fiercely resentful of the British attack on
                  the slave trade and slavery. Britain ‘is a great, opulent, and powerful nation’, declared Henry Clay of Kentucky, ‘but haughty,
                  arrogant and supercilious. Not more separated from the rest of the world by the sea that girts her island than she is separated
                  in feeling, sympathy or friendly consideration of their welfare.’17 What the British called free trade ‘is a mere revival of the British colonial system, forced upon us…during the existence
                  of our colonial vassalage’.18 American opinion regarded Britain's colonial presence on the North American continent as an archaic survival, futile and
                  absurd: the 1812 war had been fought in part to expel it. But the Americans’ restless expansion was bound to impinge on spheres
                  claimed or controlled by British-backed interests. In Oregon and on the Maine–New Brunswick border, an agreement became urgent
                  in the mid-1840s. The Americans also suspected that the British meant to frustrate the absorption of Texas and California,
                  both of them wrenched from Mexican hands, and had designs on Cuba, whose great harbour at Havana guarded the exit from the
                  Gulf of Mexico, and the maritime highway between the Mississippi valley and Europe. ‘We must have Cuba. We can't do without
                  Cuba, [and] above all we must not suffer its transfer to Great Britain’, intoned James Buchanan, Secretary of State in the
                  late 1840s.19 And, as Clay had implied, many Americans resented their dependence upon British industrial goods and favoured a protectionist
                  tariff. Henry C. Carey, the most influential economist in antebellum America, denounced free trade as a disastrous deflection
                  of progress, diverting labour and funds away from local development into costly long-distance commerce.20

               The British were not helpless against American pressure. Their main point of weakness was the threat of an invasion of Canada
                  (modern Ontario and Quebec) which was weakly defended and almost beyond the reach of reinforcements once winter set in and
                  the St Lawrence River was frozen. But they had a deterrent: the use of naval power to bombard American sea-ports and blockade
                  American trade. In the disputed Oregon country, there were few American settlers, while the Hudson's Bay Company, with its
                  forts and followers, had a significant presence. Yet, although the threats flew and relations at times seemed close to a rupture, three powerful constraints
                  discouraged British aggression. The first was the fear that an American conflict would encourage the other great powers –
                  especially France – to join in against Britain: this was exactly what had happened in the Revolutionary War of 1775–83. Nervousness
                  about France helped to push the British into settling the Oregon question to American satisfaction in 1846.21 The second was the belief that (as Palmerston pointed out in 1858) British sea-power would be of only limited value if it
                  came to a fight. The best the British could do in periods of tension was to reinforce their Canadian garrison to show they
                  meant business.22 The third was the sense that an American war, however successful, would be self-defeating. It was no coincidence that the
                  emissary sent to resolve the boundary dispute over Maine was Lord Ashburton, a senior member of the Baring family and a banker
                  with wide American contacts (he had helped to negotiate the Louisiana Purchase in 1803). Blockading American trade would inflict
                  spectacular damage on the British economy. Thus the balance of strength in North America, while far from one-sided, decisively
                  moulded the shape of British expansion. It set strict limits to the territorial growth of British North America and made its
                  prosperity dependent in part on the economic goodwill of its great southern neighbour. Secondly, it ruled out any chance of
                  coercing America into adopting free trade. The commercial and industrial power of the ‘Old Northeast’, centred on New York,
                  was already a rival to that of Britain itself.23 A high tariff barrier checked British exports and steadily increased the imbalance of trade in America's favour. And it was
                  from New York, not London or Liverpool, that the trade of the ‘Cotton Kingdom’ (Lancashire's great partner) was managed.24 In this richest of continents, the ‘imperialism of free trade’ had been stopped in its tracks.
               

               Of course, there were places where the British had little to fear from the interference of France, Russia or the United States, although fewer perhaps than appeared at first sight. Palmerston ruled out the invasion of Persia (to stop it seizing Afghan
                  Herat) in 1838 on the ground that it would only drive the shah closer to Russia. Instead, Afghanistan was to be ‘saved’ by
                  an invasion from India – a costly calamity. Once the Russians were entrenched to the north of Manchuria, their reluctance
                  to support the Anglo-French coercion of Peking eased the pressure on the Manchu court.25 Even where and when the British were free to apply their military power, they had to weigh up its costs against any possible gain. Their great
                  asset was the Navy. Most of its powerful units had to be kept at home or in the Mediterranean to watch the French and the
                  Russians. But, with nearly 200 ships, there were plenty to spare. A squadron blockaded the River Plate estuary between 1843
                  and 1846. Brazil was blockaded in the 1850s to enforce a ban on the slave trade.26 Twenty gunboats on average patrolled the West African coast to stop the still-vigorous slave trade. The British assembled
                  a fleet of forty ships (including numerous steamers) to force open China's trade in the first opium war.27 Yet naval power had its limitations. It could bombard, blockade and police the sea-lanes. But bombardment was risky and required
                  heavy-weight firepower. A blockade was as likely to damage British trade as to check errant rulers.28 The slave trade patrol produced embarrassingly feeble results: in the four years after 1864, it caught a total of nine slaves.
                  The most striking success was perhaps against China in 1840–2. This was not because naval force could be used directly against
                  the Ch’ing government. But, by entering the Yangtse and seizing its junction with the Grand Canal, the British could paralyse
                  China's internal commerce and bring the Emperor to terms.
               

               Away from the sea, the spearhead of power, and its last resort, was the British regular army. Its strength had drifted upwards
                  from 109,000 in 1829 to 140,000 by 1847.29 Between 25,000 and 33,000 men were usually stationed in India (the number rose sharply during the Mutiny) as the praetorian
                  guard of Company rule. A smaller number, perhaps 18,000, were at home in Britain. Much of the rest was scattered in packets
                  across the colonies and Ireland (where around 18,000 men were normally kept30). This system depended, remarked an experienced general, on ‘our naval superiority, and our means of conveying troops with
                  great rapidity from one part of the world to another, which multiplies, as it were, the strength of our army’.31 Even so, it was thinly stretched. Between 5,000 and 6,000 men defended Britain's North American provinces. In the Cape Colony,
                  the 400-mile frontier, where raiding and reprisal were constant between whites and blacks, was guarded by a single battalion
                  of infantry too encumbered with equipment to chase cross-border intruders.32 Its reinforcement was 600 miles away in Cape Town and the whites in the region depended instead on their local commandos
                  (volunteer bands of notorious ferocity) for defence and revenge. Twelve hundred men sent to New Zealand 
                     [image: Map 1]
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in 1845 fought a pitched battle with Maori at Ruapekapeka in the North Island, but lacked the strength to compel their acceptance
                  of British authority.33 In effect, the army was a collection of garrisons whose main purpose was to protect the colonies from attack by an imperial
                  rival or a revolt from within (as in Ireland, French Canada and British-ruled India). Fifty thousand men were scraped together
                  in 1854 for the Anglo-French assault on Sebastopol, but, with that inglorious exception, the offensive power of the British
                  on land was really pivoted on India, where the Company maintained an enormous army (until after the Mutiny of 1857) of some
                  200,000 men. The British regiments there could be combined with sepoy battalions to form a respectable force. Of the ten thousand
                  men sent to China in 1842, the larger part were Indians. In the second China war (just after the Mutiny), they made up just under half of the
                  British contingent. It was from India that expeditions could also be mounted into Persia, Afghanistan, Burma and Abyssinia.
                  It was India that made the British a military and not just a naval power – but a military power whose active sphere was almost
                  entirely confined to the world south and east of Suez.
                  
               

               In the 1830s and 1840s, we can see that a certain geopolitical ‘logic’ was imposing a shape on Britain's place in the world.
                  In the official view from London, Europe bulked largest and posed the most danger. No set of ministers was likely to forget
                  the lesson of what was still called the ‘Great War’. Their first priority was to preserve the chief gain of 1815 – and prevent
                  the rise of a European hegemon. For all his bluster, Palmerston stood on the defensive in Europe, watching apprehensively
                  over the Low Countries, Portugal, Spain and the Eastern Mediterranean. In North America, too, the British watchword was caution,
                  lest the populist anarchy of American politics unleash an invasion which they would have to repel – perhaps at a difficult
                  moment. Naval power was deployed on the South American coast in the 1840s and 1850s. But its utility in extending British
                  influence there was open to question. The blockade of Brazil forced a stop on the slave trade but failed to induce a more
                  liberal tariff.34 There was little enthusiasm for using military power to advance the colonial frontier. When the cost of the South African
                  garrison shot up to over £1 million in the late 1840s (as a result of its frontier wars), London quickly abandoned the highveld
                  interior to the Boer republics. When Whitehall gave way to the urgent request from New Zealand in the mid-1860s, and sent
                  10,000 men to crush Maori resistance, it did so expecting the cost to be borne by the settler government in Wellington and was enraged when it was not.35 Only in the sphere where Indian power (both naval and military since the Persian Gulf was patrolled by the Bombay Marine
                  and it was Company steamers that were sent to China in 1842) was available to them could British governments take the lead
                  in advancing British influence. Even there (as we have seen) the limits of action were narrow. Almost everywhere else, the
                  task of building an empire, whether formal or not, fell to private interests at home and to the ‘men on the spot’.
               

            

            Making Empire at home: domestic sources of British expansion

            
               Commerce

               
                  ‘The great object of the Government in every quarter of the world was to extend the commerce of the country’, Palmerston told
                     Parliament in 1839.36 This was not a new doctrine. The close inter-relation between power and profit was proverbial wisdom. Few public men would
                     have denied the connection between overseas trade and Britain's strength as a state. The contribution of trade to taxable
                     wealth, to Britain's ability to subsidise allies in wartime, and to the vital reserve of skilled naval manpower, was well
                     understood. Without overseas trade, empire was redundant, a futile extravagance. Trade was the source of most colonies’ revenue
                     and helped to defray the cost of their garrisons. It could also be seen as a great arm of influence. ‘Not a bale of merchandise
                     leaves our shores’, Richard Cobden declared in 1836, ‘but it bears the seeds of intelligence and fruitful thought to the members
                     of some less enlightened community…[O]ur steamboats and our miraculous railways are the advertisements and vouchers of our
                     enlightened institutions.’37 In the 1830s and 1840s, the expansion of overseas trade took on a new urgency. New markets were needed for the swiftly rising
                     production of textiles and ironware, to avert depression, unemployment and strife in industrial districts. Britain's domestic
                     tranquillity required the growth of its trade.
                  

                  The leading role in promoting the expansion of trade was played not by governments but by merchant houses, especially those
                     based in the largest ports: London, Liverpool and Glasgow. The sum of their efforts might be likened to creating a vast commercial
                     republic, embracing Britain's empire but much else beyond. Its scale can be seen in the statistics for exports whose nominal
                     value had risen from some £38 million in 1830 to £60 million in 1845 and £122 million by 1857. They were matched by the fourfold increase between
                     1834 and 1860 in the tonnage of shipping that used British ports.38 From its old concentration in the Atlantic basin, British mercantile enterprise had spread round the world by the mid-nineteenth
                     century. In the late 1840s, a census revealed around 1,500 British ‘houses’ abroad, nearly 1,000 outside the European mainland,
                     with 41 in Buenos Aires alone.39 The most notable feature of this commercial expansion, apart from the overall increase in volume, was the shift towards markets
                     in Asia and the Near East (up from 11 per cent of exports in 1825 to nearly 26 per cent in 1860) and in Africa and Australasia
                     (up from 2 per cent to over 11 per cent).
                  

                  The speed with which British merchants moved out to search for new business, their success in constructing new commercial
                     connections and their dominant position in long-distance trade made Britain the great economic power of the nineteenth-century world. This great expansionist movement arose from the junction of favourable
                     forces already apparent by the mid-1830s. British merchants were the immediate gainers from the opening of the trade of Brazil
                     and Spanish America during the Napoleonic War: indeed, wartime Brazil had been virtually a British protectorate. The release
                     of British trade with India (1813), the Near East (1825) and China (1833) from the regime of chartered monopolies encouraged
                     a flood of new enterprise. The rapid development of the American economy after 1815 was another huge benefit. With its favoured
                     position at a maritime crossroads (where the shortest transatlantic route crossed the seaway linking the north and south of
                     Europe), Britain became the main entrepot for the New World's trade with the Old – just as it was for the seaborne trade between
                     Europe and Asia until the cutting of the Suez Canal in 1869. By 1815, London had replaced Amsterdam as the financial centre
                     of Europe, partly because of the wartime blockade of the European mainland, partly because it had been at the centre of a
                     Europe-wide web of war loans and subsidies. The supply of long credit on easy terms from London was the key to business with
                     regions where the local financing of long-distance trade was underdeveloped or lacking. Above all, by the 1830s, with the
                     arrival of power-weaving, the British could undercut competition across the whole range of cotton manufactures (the most widely
                     traded commodity), and break into new markets with products as much as two hundred times cheaper than the local supply.
                  
The main agent of commerce was the commission merchant, usually in partnership. He took goods on consignment from manufacturers
                     at home and a share of the sale price when a buyer was found. In the 1830s and 1840s, there were powerful incentives to search
                     hard for new outlets. Although Britain's industrial output was growing, nearby markets in Europe were either closed altogether
                     against foreign industrial goods, restricted by tariffs or comparatively stagnant. Some manufacturers gave merchants a free
                     hand to sell at cost price or less – a form of dumping.40 Armed with cheap credit, equipped with cheap goods, the merchants searched for customers wherever opportunity offered. Of
                     course, the conditions they found were bound to vary enormously, and so did their methods. Henry Francis Fynn, a ship's supercargo,
                     went ashore at Delagoa Bay in 1822 and paddled up-river, looking for ivory to exchange with his trinkets and bolts of cloth.41 As late as the 1880s, some trade in West Africa was still conducted from ships sailing along the coast, waiting for locals
                     to venture out through the surf.42 Few British traders ventured far inland or were allowed to do so by African middlemen resentful of interlopers. Much of Britain's
                     trade with the United States was soon in the hands of American merchants: the role of the British was to supply the finance,
                     to become ‘merchant bankers’.43 In Latin America, British merchants sometimes went into partnership with local Creole merchants to widen their contacts and
                     enlist local finance. In Brazil, British merchants quickly established a dominant position in the sugar and coffee trades,
                     Brazil's principal exports.44 In Canada, the fusion of the Hudson's Bay Company and its Montreal rival, the North West Company, in 1821 built a powerful
                     nexus of Anglo-Canadian businessmen including Edward ‘Bear’ Ellice (Palmerston's bête noire), Andrew Colville, Sir George Simpson, Alexander Wedderburn (brother-in-law of the Earl of Selkirk), Curtis Lampson (a key
                     figure in the laying of the Atlantic cable and grandfather of the proconsul Miles Lampson, Lord Killearn) and Alexander Matheson,
                     nephew of the co-founder of Jardine Matheson, a Bank of England director, and the biggest fish in the China trade. In India,
                     British merchants were usually partners in one of the ‘agency houses’ to be found in Calcutta and Madras, whose original purpose
                     had been to remit home the earnings (one might almost say ‘winnings’) of the East India Company's ‘servants’. Agency houses
                     dealt with imports and exports but also acted as bankers to Europeans working in India and managed plantations and processing
                     plants (in jute or indigo) for their European owners. Agency houses spread from India into Burma and other parts of Southeast Asia in the first half of the century. When
                     direct British trade with China (and the right to buy tea) ceased to be an East India Company monopoly after 1833, British
                     houses (with Jardine Matheson in the van) were quickly set up there.45

                  This furious commercial activity had created by mid-century a worldwide network of international business centred on Liverpool,
                     Glasgow and, above all, London. The extension of trade brought with it shipping, insurance and banking, managed and financed
                     by allied mercantile interests or by the merchants themselves. It built up a huge fund of ‘commercial intelligence’ – market
                     information – and widened the circuits along which it travelled: business letters, reports, local chambers of commerce and
                     globe-trotting businessmen. Since every market was different, there was no single objective and no unified lobby. The main
                     merchant demands were protection from warfare or pirates – largely secured by Britain's command of the seas outside Europe;
                     ‘free’ trade – meaning the right to trade in overseas markets on the same terms as locals; and ‘improvements’ – usually investment
                     in canals, roads or railways. British exporters complained bitterly at the miserly spending of the East India Company's government
                     on railways and roads, which they blamed for the shortage of return cargoes from India and the slow growth of their trade.
                     The ‘Canadian’ interest grasped soon enough that Montreal's future depended on railways, if it was to survive the end of imperial
                     preference in the late 1840s.46

                  The British government's role in building the ‘commercial republic’ was not insignificant, but it was bound to be limited.
                     As Palmerston claimed, it was keen to advance the sphere of free trade abroad. Through treaties of commerce, it sought to
                     protect British merchants and their property from unfair or discriminatory treatment, and to obtain ‘most favoured nation’
                     status – the right for British goods to enter on terms at least as good as those enjoyed by the ‘most favoured’ foreign state.
                     The treaty system and Britain's naval presence (the world's seas were divided into eight overseas ‘stations’) gave British
                     merchants unprecedented freedom to trade, but no guarantee of success. ‘Free trade imperialism’, in the sense of intervention
                     by London, largely functioned in this indirect mode. For five years in mid-century when a detailed count was kept, gunboats
                     were sent to protect commercial interests outside the Empire in a bare handful of cases, usually against the threat of violent disorder.47 But there were three important exceptions to this hands-off policy. First, government subsidy for the carriage of mail encouraged the rapid expansion of scheduled steamship
                     services across the Atlantic, to South America and to India and the Far East. Secondly, as we have noticed already, the Navy
                     maintained a flotilla of some twenty gunboats on the coast of West Africa. Palmerston declaimed on the need to use force there
                     in the interests of trade. ‘Cudgels & Sabres & Carbines are necessary to keep quiet the ill-disposed People whose violence
                     would render Trade insecure’, ran a vehement minute.48 But of course the targets of Palmerston's cudgel were the slave traders who tried to drive out the ‘legitimate’ trade that
                     threatened their own. The gunboats were meant to keep them at bay until the trade in palm oil and other commodities was strong
                     enough to destroy them. Here was a case where commerce sub-served the great moral obsession of Victorian Britain. Thirdly,
                     there was China.
                  

                  China was much the most striking case where military power was used in the interests of trade. Under heavy pressure from the
                     merchant lobby, and fearing a huge claim to compensate them for the opium that the Chinese had seized, London despatched an
                     expeditionary force in 1840 to demand reparations and win commercial concessions. The treaty of Nanking in 1842 opened half
                     a dozen ‘treaty-ports’ where British merchants were exempt from Chinese jurisdiction, laid down a maximum tariff that the
                     Chinese could levy on imports and transferred the huge harbour at Hong Kong (then still a village) to the British. After the second opium war (1856–60), the list of ports was extended and the Chinese
                     interior opened to foreign travel. To uphold these rights, the British maintained a fleet of between thirty and forty ships,
                     most of them gunboats, to police the coasts and rivers against pirates, anti-foreign disturbances and uncooperative officials.49 The commitment seems surprising since the volume of trade remained comparatively modest even late in the century – far below
                     the levels of Britain's India trade. The answer may lie in a curious set of coincidences. Intervention took place at a moment
                     of intense concern about British markets abroad and when the commercial promise of China was wildly inflated (a recurrent
                     phenomenon for more than a century). ‘The nation who, but for the existence of certain restrictions on trade, would probably
                     buy the greatest amount of English manufactured goods are…the Chinese’, claimed Edward Gibbon Wakefield in 1834.50 Commercial access to China, as it turned out, could only be gained through the consular enclaves and extraterritorial rights
                     to which Peking agreed, both of them subject to constant local attrition. It was India that provided the available means to secure British claims, and India that had a big
                     interest in doing so. British trade in China was largely an outgrowth of the India trade: ‘East India’ merchants sent Indian opium and cotton to China to buy tea and
                     silk. But the opium itself was a government monopoly, and the revenue from it made up nearly one-fifth of the Indian government's
                     income. The amount exported to China rose astronomically in the 1840s and 1850s.51 Here, profit and power were inextricably linked. Nor did it seem that the periodic coercion of China would be costly or difficult.
                     When Lord Elgin was sent east in 1857 to demand a new treaty after the breakdown of relations at Canton, he was initially
                     given a mere handful of troops and told to rely upon naval action (to cut the river above Canton and block the Grand Canal)
                     to force Peking to terms. ‘It is not the intention of Her Majesty's Government to undertake any land operations in the interior
                     of the country’, London grandly declared.52

               

               Migrants and missions

               
                  The search for new markets in the Outer World was the most obvious expression of British expansion. But it was allied to two
                     others. The first was migration. After 1830, the number of migrants from Britain rose steadily: 1832 was the first year in which more than 100,000 departed for destinations beyond Europe.53 The United States was much the most popular choice, especially for the huge outflow of Irish after the Famine. But British
                     North America, Australia and (after 1840) New Zealand also attracted a significant number. Perhaps the commonest method was
                     through ‘chain migration’ when an ‘advance party’ created the links (and perhaps remitted the means) to bring over friends
                     and family.54 But migration was also a business, and perhaps even a ‘craze’. Migration societies spread propaganda and fired enthusiasm.55 The ‘idea’ of migration as a road to self-betterment became increasingly popular. There were also the land companies that
                     sprang up in the 1820s and 1830s, to channel this movement and turn it into a profit. Their aim was to buy land (cheaply)
                     from its indigenous owners (or a colonial government) and resell it (dearly) to settlers whom they recruited in Britain. The
                     Swan River Settlement (in which Robert Peel's brother had an interest), the Australian Agricultural Company, the Van Diemen's
                     Land Company, the Western Australian Company, the Canada Company and the British American Land Company were all of this type.
                     The interest in such ventures was fuelled in part by social 
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anxiety. ‘Colonisation’ was a way of relieving economic distress, directly by removing unneeded labour, indirectly (as Edward
                     Gibbon Wakefield argued) by creating new consumers abroad. It was no coincidence that some of the most ardent free traders
                     (like Sir William Molesworth) were also drawn into the colonisation business. The South Australian Association was a highly
                     successful lobby that won government support for a new settlement colony to which more than 10,000 migrants were sent in its
                     first few years. Even more daring was Wakefield's New Zealand Association (1837), which successfully forced the British government's
                     hand into annexing the islands.56 Its patrons included some of the greatest and best, among them Lord Durham, cabinet minister, ambassador and the special
                     commissioner into the Canadian rebellions of 1837–8. It promised, among other things, to save ‘the native inhabitants’ from
                     the evils inflicted by the disreputable Europeans already in the country.57 Not all were convinced. ‘This beautiful compound of the mercantile and the merciful’, sneered The Times, ‘will occasion a brisk demand for religious tracts and ball-cartridges.’58
                     
                  

                  The colonisation movement, unofficial and private as well as organised and official (the Colonial Land and Emigration Commission
                     was set up in 1840 mainly to subsidise migration to Australia from colonial land revenues), advanced in parallel with the
                     great expansion of trade. It threw out dozens of settlements, often small and isolated, whose strongest links were with their
                     parent communities in the British Isles, the source of their manpower, exiguous capital and religious identity. Tiny outposts,
                     like those of the Scots on Cape Breton, lonely New Plymouth in New Zealand's North Island,59 the even more lonely Kaipara,60 as well as the larger and better known colonies in Upper Canada, New South Wales, Victoria, Otago and Canterbury, were all
                     part of a web of human connections to which almost every part of the British Isles was linked. If commercial expansion helped
                     breed a demand for ‘free’ trade, demographic expansion evoked a cry for ‘free’ land. The right of the British to settle abroad
                     became as much part of their ‘birthright’ as the right to trade without let or hindrance. In the twenty-one years after 1850,
                     an annual average of more than 200,000 people migrated abroad.61 By that time, the idea of overseas settlement as amounting almost to a providential duty was becoming deeply entrenched.
                     ‘The great object and purpose of England in colonising was the multiplication of her race’, declaimed W. E. Gladstone in 1852. ‘Whatever course of legislation tended most to the rapid expansion of population and power, in [Britain's] colonies,
                     necessarily tended to enhance the reflected benefits that she was to derive from their foundation.’62 There was a wide consensus in Britain, claimed Edward Cardwell thirteen years later, about ‘the great advantage of having
                     these free, industrious and enterprising communities sharing their own blood, their own language, and their own laws, settled
                     over the whole world’.63

                  Migrant and mercantile interests could mobilise a wide if fragmented constituency to support the extension of British influence.
                     So, for different reasons, could missionary societies. The most important of these were the Baptist Missionary Society, founded
                     in 1792, the inter-denominational London Missionary Society (1795), the (Anglican) Church Missionary Society (1799), the British
                     Foreign and Bible Society (1804) and the Wesleyan Missionary Society (1813). Launched on a wave of evangelical enthusiasm,
                     the societies were carried by the surge of popular religiosity and the patriotic feeling of wartime. It was ‘artisans, petty
                     shopkeepers and labourers who made up the bulk of the missionary workforce’.64 ‘Is it presumptuous’, asked the annual report of the Church Missionary Society in 1812, ‘to indulge the humble and pious
                     hope that to Great Britain may be entrusted the high commission of making known the name of Jesus to the whole world?’65 In 1813, in a signal victory, the societies forced the East India Company to fund a church establishment and admit missionaries freely to its territories on the sub-continent. By 1821, the societies had a collective income of over £250,000 a year.66 By 1824, the Church Missionary Society alone had sent abroad more than 100 missionaries.67 By 1848, it had over 100 stations and had recruited some 350 missionaries.68

                  Between the 1820s and the 1840s, the missionary frontier was as dynamic as the mercantile. In South Africa, a survey between
                     1838 and 1840 counted eighty-five stations, most of them run by the London Missionary Society or the Wesleyans.69 In New Zealand, where Samuel Marsden had arrived in 1814, well before annexation in 1840, more than sixty stations were active
                     by the 1840s.70 In the same decade, missionary enterprise in West Africa was carried along the coast from its old bridgehead in Sierra Leone
                     to Yorubaland in modern Nigeria, where a station was founded at Abeokuta, and into the Niger delta at Calabar.71 Johan Krapf landed at Zanzibar in January 1844 to open the campaign for souls in East Africa. By that time, the greatest
                     prize of all seemed within reach. The first resident Protestant missionary in China had been Robert Morison, who was sent to Canton
                     in 1807 by the London Missionary Society.72 But the real missionary–king of the China coast was the anglicised German Karl (Charles) Gutzlaff. Gutzlaff had gone first
                     to the Dutch East Indies where he made contact with Chinese traders whose junks still carried much of the commerce of Southeast
                     Asia. In 1831, he made the hazardous journey up the China coast (then forbidden to European travellers) as far north as Tientsin,
                     the port for Peking, and ingratiated himself with the local authorities by his medical skills. By the time he returned to
                     Macao (to which European traders were required to withdraw at the end of the trading season in Canton), he had acquired a
                     wider knowledge of contemporary China and Chinese than any other Westerner, and a brimming faith in the scope for conversion.
                     His Journal of Three Voyages along the Coast of China (1834) was a sensation. A Gutzlaff Association was formed. It was Gutzlaff's ingenious formula of the medical missionary,
                     and the glamour of bringing China to Christ that inspired the young David Livingstone: only the opium war and the temporary
                     cessation of missionaries to China diverted him to Africa in 1841. But, with the treaty of Nanking in 1842, a new era had
                     opened for missionaries as well as merchants: the following year, the Protestant mission organisations in East Asia met in
                     Hong Kong to share the field between them.73 The total of Chinese converts was tiny (six in 1842, 350 ten years later74); enthusiasm at home was to flag before it revived; and the missionary effort (as much American as British, Catholic as well
                     as Protestant) was battered by the storms that swept over South and Central China in the 1850s. But it was missionary enterprise
                     as much as commercial that defined the British presence in the Ch’ing empire.
                  

                  By the later 1840s, the missionary societies had mapped out a vast field of operations. ‘Contrast…the present openness of
                     the whole world to missionary enterprise’, exulted the Church Missionary Society, recalling the era when India had been barred,
                     New Zealand ‘shunned’ and the Caribbean blacks ‘crushed’.75 At home they could draw on a reservoir of popular sympathy organised through the evangelical societies into a private army
                     of millions, ‘ready’, said a correspondent in Blackwood's in 1824, ‘to take the field at a moment's notice’.76 The Missionary Register, one of several missionary organs, had over 120,000 subscribers in 1826.77 Exeter Hall was opened in 1831 for the annual meeting of the societies, whose attendance ran into the thousands. Gentlemanly evangelicals were found in cabinet and Parliament. Missionary publications – autobiography, propaganda
                     and travel (like John Phillip's Researches in South Africa, 1828) – shaped public knowledge of remote places. No one did more to arouse public enthusiasm than David Livingstone (1813–73),
                     the missionary-explorer of South Central Africa. Livingstone's ardent evangelism, his epic crossing of Africa (1852–6), and
                     his passionate attack on the Arab and Portuguese slave trades, evoked intense public sympathy. Livingstone's own writings,
                     full of danger and hope, and his keen sense of publicity, reinforced the effect. By the late 1850s, he was a great public
                     figure. His lectures at Oxford and Cambridge led to the founding of a new Anglican mission, the Universities Mission to Central
                     Africa. His vehement campaign against the East African slave trade forced the government in London to fund a ‘Zambezi expedition’
                     to open the river to ‘legitimate’ trade. Livingstone himself was received by the Queen. At a great farewell banquet of over
                     300 guests in February 1858, he lectured his hosts (some of the great men of the day) on their self-evident duty. ‘Should
                     we be able’, he told them, ‘to open a communication advantageous to ourselves with the natives of the interior of Africa,
                     it would be our great duty to confer upon them the great benefits of Christianity which have been bestowed upon ourselves’
                     – a demand greeted with cheers.78 ‘Were your lordship in power’, he wrote to Lord Palmerston the following year, ‘I would strongly urge free trade to be secured
                     on the Zambezi.’79

                  Of course, missionary enterprise could be an awkward partner with other forms of British enterprise. Missionaries often depended
                     on traders – Gutzlaff had sailed on ships selling opium. In New Zealand, they sold muskets and speculated in land. Sometimes,
                     they took public office or acted as intermediaries between colonial rule and indigenous peoples. But, in other ways, their
                     ‘version’ of empire conflicted with the interests of merchants, settlers and officialdom, and their networks of information
                     and lobbying competed with those of their secular rivals for public support. For more than most outsiders, missionaries depended
                     upon the goodwill of their hosts. They needed local sponsorship, better still an invitation from authority.80 Missionary strategy envisaged not the indefinite tutelage of subject peoples but the rapid creation of a native clergy. In
                     West Africa, the most dynamic missionary leaders were the part-African Thomas Freeman and the Yoruba Samuel Crowther.81 Christian conversion worked best where missionaries helped to rebuild local communities fragmented by ethnic conflict or the fall-out from European expansion. ‘The great bane
                     of Africa’, wrote the South African missionary statesman, Dr John Phillip, ‘is the minute fractions into which its tribes
                     have been broken up by the Slave Trade; we have here materials for a viable building but nothing can be done towards it till
                     the fragments are joined together. The Gospel is the only instrument by which this means can be accomplished.’82

                  British protection should be extended over neighbouring peoples (he had the Xhosa in mind), but they should become British
                     subjects and their lands secured against settler incursion. Britain's true interest lay in fringing its borders with independent
                     black nations sharing a common Christian civilisation.83 Far from conceding that the missions depended on empire, Phillip insisted that the reverse was the case. Missionaries, he
                     urged, ‘are…extending British interests, British influence and the British empire…[E]very genuine convert…made to the Christian
                     religion becomes the ally and friend of the colonial government.’84 To much missionary opinion, the greatest obstacle to conversion was the contamination of their flock by the vices and desires
                     of itinerant traders and land-hungry settlers. ‘The White Man's intercourse has demoralised them, his traffic has defrauded
                     them, his alliances have betrayed them, and his wars have destroyed them’, the Aborigine Protection Society told Lord Glenelg
                     in 1838. ‘They have thus lost the virtues of the savage without acquiring those of the Christian.’85 ‘The great intercourse with the Shipping’, raged the New Zealand missionary Henry Williams in 1831, ‘is the curse of the
                     land.’86 For many missionaries, then and later, spiritual salvation could only be assured by physical segregation.
                  

                  Mercantile, migrant and missionary interests in mid-Victorian Britain were eager to enlarge the commercial, colonised and
                     religious spheres where British enterprise was dominant and British influence unchallenged. Their restlessness, aggression,
                     economic dynamism and spiritual ‘energy’ were given force and direction by the peculiar conjuncture that formed early and
                     mid-Victorian society. This was, first of all, a society in the throes of unprecedented mobility, stimulated in part by the
                     differential effects of economic change (driving people off the land, expanding towns and cities) and accentuated by the new
                     means of travel. By 1870, every sizeable town in Britain had a railway station, and the network itself (at 13,000 miles) was
                     the densest in Europe. Industrialism had created the means as well as the motive for migration – within Britain, beyond Britain – on a scale undreamt of before the 1830s. It transformed the geographical space
                     within which people in the British Isles could imagine their lives. Secondly, while Britain had long been a ‘polite and commercial’
                     society, the growth of new industries alongside old trading connections, the rapid integration of the national economy (partly
                     through railways), and the appearance of new urban societies where social bonds and identities were being remade, created
                     a more intensely competitive and commercialised society, or perhaps more accurately one where a competitive and commercial
                     ethos was ever more widely diffused. We should not listen too much to the lamentations of contemporaries regretting the end
                     of deference (or migrants in exile bemoaning the rise and rise of conspicuous consumption87), but the census records give some indirect indication of how quickly commerce was expanding as an occupation. In 1851, there
                     were just under 44,000 ‘commercial clerks’; twenty years later, the number had more than doubled (as had the number of merchant
                     seamen). Thirdly, the velocity with which information and ideas could circulate, as well as the volume that the ‘information
                     circuits’ could carry, was also increasing dramatically. Letters and packets that were transported by steam and at hugely
                     reduced cost were part of the story and so was the telegraph. Newspapers and ‘monthlies’ extended their reach. By 1870, the
                     leading London dailies sold together some 400,000 copies, and dailies were printed in forty-three provincial towns. The number
                     of books published rose by 400 per cent between 1840 and 1870.88 Societies sprang up to disseminate knowledge (like the Royal Geographical Society, founded in 1830), drawing their subscribers
                     in part from those with utilitarian, not to say mercenary, objects in mind. The scope for publicity, advertisement and pressure-group
                     politics were all enlarged with this industrial production of knowledge. Lastly, economic and social change, far from making
                     Victorian Britain a more homogeneous society, reinforced its pluralism, empowered its interest groups and intensified the
                     sense of spiritual and cultural as well as social struggle. The arena of struggle was, at least partly, to be found abroad.
                     The search for escape from social oppression and hardship, the projects of those who envisaged ideal societies in distant
                     ‘new Britains’, the hopes of those who sought spiritual uplift by saving the heathen, and the enthusiasms of those pursuing
                     humanitarian goals, scientific knowledge or private adventure supplied much of the energy for ‘British expansion’.
                  
This is not to argue that Victorian society was dynamic enough by itself to carve out a world empire. It did not have to be.
                     The new social energy that it generated was injected into the husk of an older empire and supercharged the commercial networks
                     that had already grown up in the Atlantic basin. Both left their mark. Victorian imperialism was thus a curious fusion of
                     mercantilist ambitions and free trade assumptions, ‘nabob’ morality and Evangelical high-thinking, an eighteenth-century ‘estate’
                     and nineteenth-century ‘improvements’. There is a second limitation on what Victorian society could achieve by itself. It
                     projected its influence all over the world and with particular force into those regions where it met less resistance from
                     an organised state, an existing ‘high culture’ or a developed economy. But the scale and scope of British world power was
                     bound to depend not only on the manpower, money and produce that flowed out from Britain, but also on the extent to which
                     they could leverage more local resources. It was at the ‘bridgehead’ that the question was settled: how and in what form the
                     agents of British expansion could command a hinterland, build a new state and harness its wealth to the imperial project.
                  

               

            

            Bridgeheads of empire

            
               The most visible evidence of Britain's power in the world by the mid-nineteenth century was the extraordinary scale of its
                  territorial possessions in North America, the South Pacific, Southern Africa and India. At opposite ends of the globe lay
                  two large bundles of settlement colonies: six in North America (Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island,
                  ‘Canada’ – modern Ontario and Quebec – and British Columbia) and seven in Australasia (New South Wales, Tasmania, Western
                  Australia, South Australia, Victoria, Queensland and New Zealand). In both these vast regions, it was Britain's naval and
                  military power that was the main safeguard against foreign invasion – American, French or, less plausibly, Russian (although
                  fear of Russian attack reached fever pitch in Melbourne during the Crimean War). But neither British strength nor wealth was
                  the primary cause of their rapid development as semi-autonomous colonial states with standards of living as high if not higher
                  than the ‘mother-country’ at home.
               

               The key role had been played by their colonial elites, even before they had wrested full internal self-government from the
                  Colonial Office in London. The North American colonies had had a headstart. Halifax (founded 1749) and Montreal (captured 1760) had attracted
                  merchants from the Thirteen Colonies to the south. After 1783, they were reinforced by loyalist exiles who brought mercantile
                  knowledge as well as artisan skills and a hunger for land. New Brunswick developed quickly as a producer of timber, the main
                  source of wealth, employment and population growth. The leading lumber firm in Saint John, that also built ships and traded
                  with the British West Indies, was founded by refugees from New York.89 Samuel Cunard, founder of the shipping line and a dominant figure in Nova Scotia's economy by the 1830s, was the son of a
                  Pennsylvania loyalist whose burgeoning business empire he inherited. The commercial success of British North America's port-cities
                  attracted merchants from Britain. Hugh Allan arrived in Montreal from Glasgow in the 1820s as the junior partner in the family
                  ship-owning business. He quickly built up a substantial share in Montreal's export trade (the main staple was timber) and
                  secured the mail contract for Liverpool. His business empire embraced railways and telegraphs as well as shipping, banking,
                  insurance and even manufacturing.90 Allan was one of a group of Montreal entrepreneurs whose interests were continental in scale. Their burning ambition was
                  to conscript British capital for the building of railways that would make Montreal into a commercial metropolis to rival New
                  York.91 Their achievement lay in harnessing their British connections to the ruthless exploitation of local opportunities, a task
                  that required both commercial and political skills.
               

               Their counterparts on the other side of the world faced the same challenge. Australia's transformation from a remote prison
                  farm heavily dependent on imperial subsidy was mainly the work of local free settlers and merchants who created a pastoral
                  industry and forced the abandonment of London's attempts to restrain inland expansion. Invoking the rule that the aboriginal
                  peoples had no rights of ownership (the terra nullius doctrine), ‘squatters’ seized the colony's principal asset, its far-reaching grasslands, bargaining with the Crown – their
                  nominal possessor – for the lowest land charge. While both South and Western Australia had been founded directly by private
                  interests from Britain, Victoria and Queensland were settled by migrants from the two original colonies, New South Wales and
                  Van Diemen's Land (later Tasmania). John Macarthur (1767–1834), who introduced the merino sheep, his son James (1798–1867),
                  who made a Lombard Street marriage, and William Charles Wentworth (1790–1872), explorer, trader, pastoralist, lawyer, politician and ‘booster’, were the key political
                  architects of the pastoral interest and inveterate opponents of London's ‘autocracy’.92 Thomas Mort (1816–78), whose statue now stands near Sydney's Circular Quay, created much of the financial and mercantile
                  apparatus on which the wool trade depended. In New Zealand, where London's annexation had been openly grudging, imperial policy
                  was to restrict the area of settlement to a handful of enclaves. The sale of land by indigenous Maori, formally acknowledged
                  by the treaty of Waitangi as owners of the soil, was to be strictly controlled. In the South Island, where the number of Maori
                  was low (perhaps as few as 5,000 in the 1840s), there was direct settlement from Britain in Otago and Canterbury. But, in
                  the North Island, local men did most to make New Zealand into a settler state. Isaac Featherston, superintendent of the Wellington
                  province, eagerly pushed its boundaries inland to the Wairarapa and Manawatu.93 Auckland interests pressed for occupation of the Waikato valley, the scene of major Anglo-Maori conflict in the mid-1860s.94 But the crucial figure was Donald McLean, the government land agent and, not coincidentally, a major landowner himself in
                  the Hawke's Bay province.95 McLean's aggressive purchasing policy96 stoked the settler appetite for land until the crisis was reached in the 1860s. The Maori wars that followed decided the
                  question: henceforth New Zealand was to be a white settler state.
               

               In all of these cases, settler control of the colonial state was a critical factor in local success. It was conceded by London
                  in the 1840s (in British North America) and 1850s (in Australia and New Zealand) with almost complete local autonomy, as ‘responsible
                  government’. It was the colonial state that decided what land could be granted, at what price it was sold, and where and from
                  whom it should be bought for resale. The colonial state's revenues could be used to subsidise railways, or pay for their building.
                  The colonial state had the power (conceded by London after 1859) to protect local enterprise by tariffs against competition
                  from Britain. In South Africa, the local equation was radically different. Here, the (British) settler bridgehead was feeble.
                  As in New Zealand, it faced a tough local opponent: the African peoples along the Eastern Cape frontier. But the injection
                  of migrants and capital that made New Zealand dynamic (with a white population of 300,000 after a mere thirty years of colonisation)
                  was lacking at the Cape. A desultory trade in wool was the best it could manage. Regarding the colony as a financial black hole after the costly frontier wars of the 1840s, London pulled back. For the next thirty years, no proconsul
                  in Cape Town had the military means to command the northern interior, and there was no local entrepreneur with strong British
                  connections to create a business empire on the necessary scale. Instead, the initiative passed to the Afrikaner frontiersmen,
                  the trekkers or Boers. It was they, not the British colonial state, who seized the interior's resources of labour and land
                  to create their trekker republics, not so much states as loose federations of their paramilitary bands, the notorious commandos.97 So great was the Boers’ distaste for fixed boundaries that they treated map-makers as spies.98 Only where sea-power gave the British a foothold could they make their influence felt. They annexed Port Natal. When the
                  trekkers (who had arrived before this imperial riposte) departed in dudgeon for the highveld interior, a precarious beachhead
                  of traders and farmers grew up under the eye of the Zulu kingdom across the Tugela. This was Natal, the puny and troublesome
                  offspring of the original Cape Colony.
               

               But no settler bridgehead was a rival to India in power and importance in the mid-nineteenth century. Here a unique set of
                  circumstances had permitted the growth of an exceptional Anglo-Oriental imperialism. More completely than anywhere else, the
                  British in India had been able to take rapid command of local resources and turn them to their use. It had been the East India
                  Company's victory at Plassey over the Bengal nawab, Siraj ud-Daulah, that had laid the foundation. Within eight years of Plassey,
                  the Company had assumed the diwan, the right conferred by the Mughal ruler in Delhi to collect the land revenue of the subah of Bengal. In Bengal and the Carnatic
                  (and wherever its rule was imposed), the Company inherited a long-established revenue system whose yield could be diverted
                  to fill its deep pockets. It could also exploit India's commercial economy, for India had been, in textiles at least, the
                  workshop of the world in the eighteenth century. Indian bankers advanced some of the credit on which the Company's campaigns
                  against other Indian rulers had depended.99 India's exports of opium, a Company monopoly, came to supply nearly one-fifth of its income.100 India could also supply, through its market of military labour,101 a wellspring of manpower not already attached to clan or feudal allegiance. The Company state could build up an army of nearly
                  a quarter of a million men. It could also afford to hire from the Crown (at a cost of more than £1 million a year) between
                  twenty and thirty thousand British troops to stiffen its sepoys and act as a check upon unrest in its army.
               

               With a revenue of around £30 million a year by the early 1850s (perhaps half that of Britain), the Indian government had a
                  freedom of action no other colony matched. London constantly frowned on its expansionist tendencies, fearing disaster and
                  financial collapse. One viceroy was sacked for defying its veto but usually Calcutta had its way in the end and the area ruled
                  by the Company Raj was extended relentlessly. What drove the Company forward was partly the fear that its brittle regime could
                  not take the strain of a turbulent zone on its external frontier or in the autonomous states that divided the tracts of Company
                  rule.102 To less sympathetic observers, the real cause could be found in the unreformed nature of the Company state. Denouncing the
                  war against Burma in 1852, Lord Ellenborough, a former governor-general himself, ascribed the Indian government's aggression
                  to the influence of ‘certain…British merchants…in concert and connexion with the press at Calcutta, the movements of which
                  I have always viewed with anxiety and distrust [because] the desire to push forward trade and make a money speculation is
                  the feeling which actuates the press at Calcutta’.103 But they were not the only culprits, since the pressure for war came from ‘a large part of the civil and the whole of the
                  military service’.104 Jobs, plunder and perquisites – not a sense of imperial purpose – formed the compass they steered by. Indeed, it was not
                  hard to see the Company's ‘servants’ in India as a selfish and self-appointed oligarchy whose ranks were replenished increasingly
                  from the sons of old Company men.105 ‘We require some change which shall enable Englishmen to enter the service of the Indian government by other channels than
                  one small college’, argued The Times106 – a reference to Haileybury, the Company's training school. Nor was this the only complaint. Manchester cotton merchants,
                  hungry for markets, lambasted the Company's miserly spending on railways and roads: between 1834 and 1848, it had spent less
                  than one half per cent of its revenues on improvements like this.107 The Company's local mercantile allies, who often acted as agents in its officials’ private affairs, were suspected of trying
                  to keep out the competition from home – with the Company's help. No British exchange bank was allowed to start up in India
                  until 1851, and then by mischance.108

               It was thus hardly surprising that, when the Company's failings were put on brutal display at the time of the Mutiny in 1857,
                  it found few friends in Britain. The Mutiny had been a stunning shock to the Company: its intelligence system had failed almost
                  completely.109 The British were lucky that the Mutiny (or ‘Great Rebellion’) was not universal. Instead, it was largely confined to the
                  Upper Ganges valley, although its effects spread out into the lightly ruled tracts of upland Central India. The main centres
                  of revolt were in Delhi, where the Mughal emperor had been the Company's pensioner, and in Awadh (Oudh), whose Muslim nawab
                  had been brusquely displaced by the British in the previous year. The Mutiny released some of the bitter resentments that
                  the headlong expansion of Company power had built up over decades. The Company's apparent alliance with the Christian missions,
                  and its disparaging treatment of the Mughal ruler and court, alarmed and enraged North Indian Muslim divines. Fear that the
                  Company meant to treat other princely states as it had treated Awadh pushed the Nana Sahib, a Maratha prince, into open revolt.
                  Agrarian unrest was fed by the hardship of once-prosperous peasant communities caught between the exactions of landlords and
                  the loss of army employment, as the British revised their zones of recruitment. But it was the sepoy mutiny of May 1857, first
                  at Meerut forty miles from Delhi, that set off the explosion. It revealed – or seemed to – that the Company's power could
                  be easily broken.110

               But the British hung on and assembled an army in the newly conquered Punjab. They had recaptured Delhi by the end of the year. A large British army, rushed out from Europe, smashed its way up the Ganges,
                  exacting savage revenge for the murder of British women and children and imposing what was seen (by many British observers)
                  as a white reign of terror. Although resistance smouldered on for more than a year, the real back of the revolt was broken
                  in months, largely because there was little to hold its disparate elements together. The Mutiny had been, nonetheless, an
                  extraordinary crisis. It demolished at a blow much of the mid-Victorians’ complacency and challenged their self-confidence.
                  As soon as the worst was over, the Company was called to account.
               

               The reaction was penal. The Company state was abolished by Parliament with hardly a whimper. Its enormous army was cut down
                  by half. Under the new regime, civilian values were meant to prevail. Railway construction to open up India to Lancashire's
                  wares became an urgent priority. The result was a paradox. In theory, the great garrison state that the Company's servants
                  had made would now be the springboard for British expansion across southern Asia. India's wealth (in money and men) would be pledged more completely
                  to the imperial cause. And so it was – up to a point. But there was a price to be paid. When the Company's army was shown
                  to resemble not so much the sword of Achilles as his vulnerable heel, the effect on the disposition of Britain's own military
                  manpower was bound to be large. ‘The Government of India’, a pre-Mutiny Viceroy had warned, ‘unlike the Colonies of the Crown,
                  has no element of national strength on which it can fall back in a country where the entire English community is but a handful
                  of scattered strangers’.111 Since creating a large British ‘colony’ in India was out of the question, the gap had to be filled by a military force. From
                  the Mutiny onwards, it became axiomatic that the number of British soldiers in India must never be less than half the strength
                  of the Indian army: even with a reduced sepoy army, that meant a far larger contingent than in pre-Mutiny days. The reward
                  (for Britain's taxpayers) was great; the strain on the army unremitting. In the emergent world-system, India's place had been
                  set – as Britain's great ‘barrack in an Eastern sea’.
               

               Britain's empire of trade, like its settlement and Indian empires, also depended upon the success of expatriate Britons –
                  in digging themselves into the local economy, enlisting local support, and enlarging the scale of export production and the
                  consumption of imports. As we have seen, British merchants and their ‘houses’ were spread around the globe by the 1840s and
                  were well placed to exploit the great expansion of trade that set in after 1850. But the extent to which they held the commercial
                  initiative varied considerably. In Brazil, several large British firms held a commanding position in the coffee and sugar trades, and Brazil remained Britain's best
                  Latin American customer until the end of the century. But the growth of British commercial influence really set in only after
                  the rise of the Sao Paulo ‘coffee economy’ in the late 1860s, and the building of the Santos–Sao Paulo railway in 1868.112 In Argentina, where British merchants had been on the scene early, their influence, and that of their porteno allies, had been checked by the long reign of the caudillo Rosas (1828–52). The British naval blockade in 1846–8 had made matters worse, and it was an internal shift within the Argentine's
                  politics that really opened the way for commercial expansion after mid-century. Likewise in Peru, where the mercantile house of Anthony Gibb pioneered the export of guano (the dung of sea-birds, an agricultural fertiliser),
                  British hopes of freer trade were forced to hold fire until the dominant Peruvian faction had discovered the fiscal appeal of international commerce.113 In the Levant and Middle East, the free trade agreement that Palmerston had exacted in 1838 opened the Ottoman Empire to
                  British merchants and encouraged the formation of Anglo-Greek firms, like the Rallis or Rodocanachis.114 But it was the collapse of Egypt's attempt to be a textile producer, its switch to becoming a vast cotton plantation, and
                  the ‘cotton famine’ that arose during the Civil War in America, that gave British merchants their niche in the trade of Alexandria,
                  Egypt's main port-city. In Southeast Asia, British control of Singapore after 1819, and its free-port status, made it the
                  base from which British merchants could seek cargoes and customers across a wide maritime region. Opium and guns were their
                  early stock-in trade.115 Improved sailing ships (especially the clipper) gave them an advantage over junk-using Chinese, and the Navy's onslaught
                  on Malay orang laut (sea-people) as a pirate community removed some of their local competitors. But it was still merchant entrepreneurs from
                  South China who controlled local trade and the production, from which expatriate interests were largely excluded.116 And then there was China.
               

               In China, the British had tried using direct military force to drive their trade into a huge commercial economy with all the
                  allure of a modern eldorado. Two treaties imposed at the bayonet's point gave British merchants (and other Westerners) a privileged
                  position at numerous ports of entry (the number reached ninety-two by 1914) on China's coasts and rivers – the so-called ‘treaty-ports’.
                  In Shanghai, which commanded the immense Yangtse basin, the ‘land regulations’ of 1845 set aside a zone where foreign residents
                  could buy or lease property, forming a settlement with its own municipal council. British merchants and others were free to
                  import goods at a modest tariff of 5 per cent by value, and were exempt from interference by Chinese officials. Their rights
                  were protected by a small army of consuls – perhaps forty in all – whose influence was backed by the threat of a gunboat's
                  arrival in case of a quarrel. From 1854, when its pressing need of a revenue to counter the Taiping insurgency secured Peking's
                  approval, a Chinese ‘Imperial Maritime Customs Service’ was set up with a European staff to regulate the collection of tariffs
                  and duties. Under these conditions, British merchants could purchase the teas and silks in demand in the West, and exchange
                  them for cotton goods and opium, the largest import, whose traffic was formally legalised in 1858.117 But, although a number of British firms, including Jardine Matheson, Dent's and Butterfield and Swire, set up on the coast, it was far from clear by
                  the mid-1870s how much China could promise. The inland trade remained in the hands of Chinese merchants, sometimes acting as compradors for the treaty-port British. Indeed, by the late 1860s, the consuls were reporting that British merchants were being driven
                  out of the inland trade altogether, and that many treaty-ports were redundant.118 Inland residence (i.e. away from the treaty-ports) was the merchants’ panacea, but the consuls rejected this as a vast extension
                  of their administrative burdens and practically unenforceable, a view strongly endorsed in London.119 Behind the barriers of its language and its complex currency system, and without Western-style banks or commercial property
                  law, China was ‘singularly successful at checking foreign economic penetration’, remarks a modern authority.120

               The response of the British was a straw in the wind, and not just in China. Where they held the advantage was in commercial
                  services. Jardine Matheson and Swires both became ship-owners. Their shipping lines ‘Ewo’ and ‘Taikoo’ plied China's coastal
                  waters and rivers. They provided insurance and banking and dealt in bills of exchange. A new British interest arose on the
                  coast with the formation in 1864 of the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation, designed to attract Chinese capital as
                  well as British. This trend was mirrored elsewhere in the world. It was strengthened by the technological changes that favoured
                  British business: the spread of the steamship to South America, West Africa and (with the opening of the Suez Canal) to the
                  Indian Ocean and East Asia; and by the telegraph as a vector of credit as well as price information. As the exchanges between
                  the different compartments of the global economy grew swifter and easier, the business of managing them became more and more
                  profitable. A new kind of empire was now in the making.
               

            

            The Victorian pattern established

            
               The years from the 1830s to the 1870s were the critical phase of Britain's emergence as a global power in command of a world-system.
                  This was partly a matter of geographical range. Before 1830, Britain had been overwhelmingly an Atlantic power with a great
                  eastern outpost. By the 1870s, the scale of British activity in the Pacific, East Asia, Southeast Asia, the Middle East and East Africa, as well as Latin America, showed that almost no part of the world outside
                  Europe and the United States was immune from their interference. But it was also a measure of the rapid maturing of Britain's
                  connections with the three different kinds of empire that mid-Victorian expansion had made: the ‘sub-empires’ of settlement,
                  trade and rule. It was by drawing them into a closer relation (more of function than of form) and exploiting the different
                  benefits that each had to offer, that the British preserved in the more competitive world of the late nineteenth century the
                  geopolitical vantage won in 1815.
               

               The transformation of British society had been vital to this. Before 1830, powerful networks and interests had championed
                  the claims of the old ‘mercantilist’ empire and defended its privileges. The abolition of slavery and the demand for free
                  trade had threatened to sweep them away. But the economic and social development of mid-Victorian Britain was not hostile
                  to empire. Instead, it hugely strengthened Britain's ability to act as the mainspring of a new global system.
               

               It was the scale and the speed with which the British adapted to the promise of global expansion that gave them their chance.
                  First, the British Isles had become by the 1860s and 1870s a great emigrant reservoir. By the mid-1870s, over eight million
                  people (three-quarters of them British and Irish) had left British ports for destinations outside Europe. The habit of migration
                  had become deeply entrenched since the first great rush in the 1830s. 1.3 million left in the 1850s, 1.5 million in the 1860s
                  and a further 1.2 million in the first half of the 1870s. Nor, after 1870, was it chiefly an Irish phenomenon.121 The British were not the only Europeans to migrate, but they did so earlier, in larger numbers and more persistently than
                  any other people in Europe. Nor of course did most British migrants go to Britain's settlement colonies: instead, two-thirds
                  went to the United States (there were only two years between 1853 and 1899 when the American share fell below 50 per cent).
                  But the American magnet had a broader effect. It helped to make Britain an emigrant society, in which the appeal of mobility
                  and the moral legitimacy of settling a ‘new’ country were widely accepted. It helped to inspire the idea, trumpeted in Charles
                  Dilke's Greater Britain (1869), that the British were a ‘world-people’. ‘In 1866 and 1867’, ran Dilke's famous opening sentence, ‘I followed England
                  round the world.’ The idea ‘which has been…my fellow and my guide…is a conception, however imperfect, of the grandeur of the
                  race, already girdling the earth.’122 It was the most positive proof that the migrant societies growing up in the settlement colonies had a viable future as non-dependent
                  communities. And America, as much as Britain's own settler states, encouraged the British ‘at home’ to see themselves as an
                  ‘old’ community recreating itself in new lands overseas – a vital part of their colonising ideology.
               

               Secondly, Britain had become an open economy with the adoption of free trade in the 1840s and 1850s (the repeal of the Navigation laws in 1850–1 almost completed the process). The motives behind this
                  have been fiercely debated. They may have owed more to the political need to rebalance commercial and agrarian interests than
                  to commercial calculation.123 But, once enacted, free trade reinforced Britain's role as the world's principal entrepot, the market-place to which the
                  world's goods could be carried without commercial restriction. It removed any limit on the City's development as the eyes
                  and ears of the new world economy, its banker, insurer, shipping-agent and dealer. It allowed British merchants to open commercial
                  relations with any part of the world and offer its produce to the widest selection of buyers through the London exchanges.
                  Thirdly, Britain had become an investing economy, with an investment income that grew fourteen-fold between 1830 and 1875
                  from under £4 million to £58 million.124 The mobilisation of savings that ‘railway mania’ had encouraged, as well as domestic prosperity, created a fund for investment
                  abroad, at first in government bonds and then, increasingly, in the building of railways and other infrastructure in India,
                  the Americas and Australasia. Here was the basis for not just an empire of trade, but also an empire of overseas property.
               

               Lastly, it was not just a matter of investment, trade and migration. Social and economic change in Britain had speeded the
                  shift towards a more diverse, pluralistic and open society. While the Anglican aristocracy and gentry continued to dominate
                  parliamentary politics, they were forced to accommodate urban, commercial, industrial, nonconformist, Catholic and even working
                  class interests. The Evangelical and humanitarian pressure groups, already very active by the 1830s, recruited fresh allies
                  among the newly enfranchised. Much of the appeal of Gladstonian liberalism (whose influence extended far beyond the ranks
                  of the Liberal Party) lay in its promise of a political system, attuned to the moral concerns of the whole range of classes,
                  and free from the bias of legalised privilege – so-called ‘Old Corruption’. The result was to create within British society vocal support for liberal and universalist values, and their diffusion abroad.
                  This was an ‘alternative Britain’ to which those disenchanted with its more masterful face could turn for assistance. No single
                  version of empire ruled over opinion in Britain: it was precisely the nature of the British world-system that it embodied
                  a number of alternative visions of British expansion. ‘All ranks, all classes are equally interested’, said the historian-polemicist
                  James Anthony Froude of Britain's colonial expansion. Manufacturers wanted new markets, landowners would welcome the colonial
                  safety-valve for rural discontent. ‘Most of all is it the concern of the working men’ who had the chance to emigrate.125

               Left to themselves, the different visions of empire espoused by mercantile, humanitarian, missionary, settler, scientific,
                  official and military interests might have led to political stalemate. The loathing of radicals for Palmerstonian bellicosity
                  (as the last reckless gasp of an obsolete aristocracy); the mistrust of India as a source of corruption and the forced militarisation
                  of British society (a large British garrison there would mean conscription at home warned the radical professor Goldwin Smith126); the grumbling unease at the violence and cruelty of colonial rule (the Royal Commission into the Jamaican disturbances
                  of 1865 described their suppression as ‘barbarous, wanton and cruel’);127 the indifference of those concerned with the settlement colonies for the future of India, and vice versa: these and other divisions might have undermined any consensus on the British world-system. Parties and governments might
                  have feared all or any expansion as too acrimonious, putting at risk their domestic priorities. A different tradition of political
                  liberty (one less anchored in property rights), or (at the other extreme) a run of defeats in colonial warfare, might have
                  changed the terms of debate altogether. In practice, however, the scope for real disagreement was surprisingly narrow.
               

               One reason for this was that the conflict of interests was more apparent than real. Manchester free traders might dislike Palmerston's wars.128 But they wanted to ‘open up’ India to their cottons and safeguard their access to markets in China. There was no more ardent
                  free trader than Sir John Bowring, the governor of Hong Kong who hoped for a British protectorate over much of South China.129 Missionary leaders distrusted colonial officialdom. But they looked to London for help against predatory settlers, and to
                  extend its imperial umbrella over their new fields of activity. Scientific and humanitarian lobbies had to convince British opinion that its real interests were global, and should not be frustrated by local obstruction that
                  was stuck in the past. The rapprochement of interests was also ideological, and sprang from a common commitment to ‘progress’
                  – the real moral warrant of Victorian imperialism. Thus authoritarian rule on the ‘crown colony’ principle (where the executive
                  controlled an appointive legislature) was originally justified as necessary when the ‘British’ were too few and ‘free people
                  of colour too numerous’.130 But it acquired a new moral purpose as the way of restraining an oppressive minority of white settlers or planters. Both
                  positions assumed that only enlightened British rule, not its coarse local variant, could redeem Asians and Africans from their slough of stagnation, or worse. It
                  was precisely on these grounds that John Stuart Mill, the scourge of colonial crimes in Jamaica, excused the denial of representative
                  government to the people of India.131 Humanitarians and missionaries might decry the mistreatment of indigenous peoples. But they were wholly committed to the
                  moral obsessions of Victorian society, and its strictures on gender, the place of the family and the treatment of women.132 Few mid-Victorians would have resisted the claim – however romantic their views – that ‘commercial’ societies like their
                  own were richer and stronger because their institutions and mores favoured the advancement of knowledge and technology. The
                  common ingredient of most of these attitudes was a vulgar conception of ‘race’ – not a scientific racism but a catch-all presumption
                  that variations in skin-shade, religion and climate were an accurate predictor of civilisational capacity. Some Victorians
                  discovered by personal experience the limitations of this theory, but not very many.
               

               These trends in British society were part of the story. They were matched by the changes in Britain's spheres of expansion.
                  The sudden death-crisis of the Company state gave London the chance to impose British priorities on a self-centred expatriate
                  Anglo-Indian regime. The remnants of the Company's old merchant-warrior ethos were thrown on the scrap-heap. India was now
                  to be much more thoroughly integrated into Britain's pattern of trade and investment – a process accelerated by the cutting
                  of the Suez Canal and the extension of the telegraph and submarine cable. But, as quickly became clear, the military foundations of the new
                  British Raj also demanded a closer strategic connection, and imposed willy-nilly a general revision of imperial defence. Once
                  London had to find more than 70,000 soldiers for the Indian garrison (and perhaps more in an emergency – 90,000 had been needed
                  during the Mutiny), the strain on the rest of its imperial commitments became overwhelming. ‘In truth’, remarked Gladstone, ‘England
                  must keep a military bank on which India can draw checks at pleasure.’133 To make the books balance, British troops were withdrawn from New Zealand and Canada – occasioning a furious protest from
                  the New Zealand ministers. By 1872, the War Office expected that, of the British troops stationed abroad, fifty-seven of its
                  line battalions (the infantry backbone) would be garrisoning India, with a mere thirteen in the rest of the colonies.134 In return, London expected that both the British and Indian troops stationed in India would form Britain's strategic reserve
                  in the world east of Suez, to be charged on the Indian budget except for the ‘extraordinary’ costs of an expedition or war.
                  In political terms, the effect was far-reaching. Henceforth, any concession London might be willing to make to Indian self-rule
                  had an iron limitation. No change could be made that imperilled India's military budget (the largest item of spending), nor
                  the huge remittance it made for the hire of its garrison. And, as the demand from Lancashire for more Indian railways (and
                  thus more Indian customers) was felt more directly, the burden of Indian debt also rose steeply. India was locked into the
                  British ‘system’ far more completely than under the Company Raj.
               

               In the settlement colonies, the signs were less obvious. They enjoyed internal self-government (except at the Cape) by mid-century,
                  keeping at bay the concern of London-based interests for their indigenous peoples, a potent source of friction. Their white
                  populations had grown. They contained large urban centres. Their economic and cultural institutions were comparable to those
                  of provincial Britain. But in two important respects they were being bound more closely to the old ‘Mother-Country’. To compete
                  in the global economy required heavy investment in the infrastructure of transport, and ever greater reliance on the shipping
                  and sea-lanes that carried their products to Europe. Both drove them into a deeper dependence on London and Liverpool, and
                  sharpened the sense that their credit and capital were only as strong as their reputation in Britain. The colossal priority
                  of economic development made it even less likely that they would cease to depend on British sea-power for strategic protection.
                  Secondly, as the scale of their societies grew, their points of contact with British institutions and interests, the circulation
                  of persons as well as ideas, and Britain's significance as the model of modernity (as well as a warning of its costs and risks),
                  also grew rapidly. The only alternative to ‘British connection’ was a painful march back into colonial isolation or, in the Canadian case, to embrace annexation to the next-door
                  republic. Neither appealed much. Something similar was happening in the invisible empire of commerce and credit. At the London
                  end of the axis, the growth of the capital market centred on the stock exchange, the rise of specialised financial entrepreneurs,
                  the spread of risk through limited liability, and the increasing volume of economic information available through cable and
                  telegraph, increased the capacity of the imperial centre to trade and invest in overseas countries. At much the same time,
                  improvements in transport brought by steam technology drove prices down and exposed local merchants, like those in Latin America,
                  to fiercer competition from abroad. Combined with the need to raise more and more capital for railways, harbours and urban
                  improvements, the result was to strengthen British-based enterprise (including banks and insurance companies) over local concerns
                  that lacked their resources and network of contacts. The foundations were laid for what one writer has called the ‘Londonisation’
                  of international commerce.135 London built up its property empire and amassed an income from services. In Latin America, the escape into autarky became
                  a subject for romance.
               

               By the mid-1870s, a set of conjunctures and crises, scarcely imaginable some forty years earlier, had largely reshaped Britain's
                  place in the world. More by default than by any design, they endowed Britain with the military, economic and demographic resources
                  to sustain a world-system, given reasonable prudence. How that system was challenged, defended, reinvented and broken the
                  chapters that follow are meant to explain.
               

            

         

      

   
      
            2  THE OCTOPUS POWER

            
               After 1870, the global conditions in which a British world-system had first taken shape began to change rapidly. Between then
                  and 1900, the political and economic map of the world was redrawn. New imperial powers, including Germany, Italy, the United
                  States and Japan, entered the stage; old ones ballooned in size. Africa, Southeast Asia and the Pacific were partitioned leaving
                  only patches of local sovereignty: Ethiopia, Liberia, Siam. The great Eurasian empires of the Ottomans, Qajars and Ch’ing
                  hovered on the brink of collapse: their division between rival predators seemed imminent and inevitable. The old political
                  landscape of mid-century, with its separate spheres, was being fused into a single system of ‘world politics’. At the same
                  time, industrialisation, the huge rise in the volume of trade, the wider reach of inland transport, the deepening penetration
                  of capital, the tidal wave of European migration and the lesser flows of Asian, were creating a global economy in which even
                  basic foodstuffs were ruled by a world market and world prices.1 In this more intensely competitive setting, hitherto ‘remote’ societies were brusquely driven to ‘reform’. In many, the hope
                  of building a new model state to beat off outsiders and suppress internal revolt, was forlorn at best and ended in crisis
                  and colonial subjection. Meanwhile, in those societies already under colonial rule, or where European influence was being
                  felt more acutely, political and cultural resistance came to seem much more urgent, and the appeal of ‘nationalism’ (in various
                  forms) began to rise sharply. Even at home, or among overseas British communities, new kinds of mass politics reflected the
                  sense of ever deeper exposure to external forces, and the need to create greater social cohesion by reform or exclusion.
               

               An early source of alarm was a Near Eastern crisis that threatened to bring Russian power to the Straits (and thus the Mediterranean)
                  
                     [image: Map 3]

                     
                        Map 3 Distribution of British troops, 1881
                        

                     

                  
and make the Ottoman Empire a client state of the Tsar. It was rapidly followed by a general crisis in Egypt, and by a British invasion intended, said
                  London, to restore order in Cairo before an early withdrawal. There was no withdrawal. Instead, within less than three years
                  the British became party to an extraordinary plan for the territorial partition of Africa. Under the rubric of ‘effective
                  occupation’, a bundle of treaties made with African rulers would justify a protectorate or even a colony. Whether intended
                  or not, the result was a ‘scramble’, and the rush to partition was echoed in other parts of the world. But what had led British
                  governments to react in this fashion? What risks did they run? How would opinion in Britain respond to the mass of new liabilities
                  that scrambling imposed? Would it relish the triumphs that ‘new imperialism’ brought home, or remain sourly indifferent to
                  these baubles of empire? Was this burst of expansion a sign of irrepressible confidence in Britain's ‘manifest destiny’ or
                  the gloomy precaution of a power in decline and its hag-ridden leaders? Had British greed wrecked their diplomatic position
                  in Europe and united their rivals in shared animosity? Some people thought so. ‘We have not a friend in Europe’, wrote a cabinet
                  minister as Britain plunged into war in South Africa, ‘and…the main cause of the dislike is…that we are like an octopus with
                  gigantic feelers stretching out over the habitable world, constantly interrupting and preventing foreign nations from doing
                  that which we in the past have done ourselves.’2
                  
               

            

            The new geopolitics

            
               Even in the 1870s, the alarm had been sounded about the speed with which the world was ‘filling up’. ‘The world is growing
                  so small that every patch of territory begins to be looked upon as a stray farm is by a County magnate’, wrote the editor
                  of The Times in 1874, in language he thought ministers might understand.3 By the 1890s, the idea was becoming a commonplace. Frederick Jackson Turner (in an American context), and five widely influential
                  writers, Charles Pearson (1893), Benjamin Kidd (1894), Alfred Mahan (1900), James Bryce (1902) and Halford Mackinder (1904)
                  all regarded the closing of the settlement frontier and the demarcation of the world's land surface as the beginning of a
                  new epoch.4 Coupled with the growth of almost instantaneous communications, what the Canadian imperialist George Parkin called ‘a new
                  nervous system’ of the cable and telegraph,5 they had brought about a phase of unprecedented delicacy in great power diplomacy. ‘In the post-Columbian age’, declared Mackinder,
                  
                  
                     
                        we shall again have to deal with a closed political system, and none the less it will be of world-wide scope. Every explosion
                           of social forces, instead of being dissipated in a surrounding circuit of unknown space and barbaric chaos, will be sharply
                           re-echoed from the far side of the globe and weak elements in the political and economic organism of the world will be shattered.6

                     

                  
Mackinder's suggestion that the end of the open frontier of territorial expansion would have important effects upon domestic
                  and international politics had already been anticipated by Pearson and Kidd. Now that the temperate lands had been filled
                  up, argued Pearson, the pent-up force of surplus population would force governments in Europe to assume an ever larger role
                  in social and economic life. Kidd believed that the closing of the temperate frontier of settlement had coincided with the
                  arrival of a ‘new democracy’ in Europe, social as well as political, whose economic demands could only be satisfied by the
                  exploitation of the tropics – ‘the richest region of the globe’.7 Both writers assumed that only large, well-organised states could survive in an age of increasing competition for resources.
               

               These large predictions also reflected powerful cultural and racial assumptions. Pearson, whose views had been shaped by the
                  antipathy to Chinese immigration in the Australian colonies where much of his career was spent, imagined a future in which
                  the ‘higher races’ would have been driven back upon ‘a portion of the temperate zone’.8 He prophesied the rise of Afro-Asian states ‘no longer too weak for aggression’, with fleets in the European seas, attending
                  international conferences and ‘welcomed as allies in the quarrels of the civilised world’.9 No doubt his readers could feel their flesh creep as the ‘yellow peril’ grew closer. But to most writers it was the relentless
                  pressure of Europeans upon other peoples and civilisations that seemed more obvious. The Anglo-Saxon, despite his humanitarian
                  sentiments ‘has exterminated the less-developed peoples…even more effectively than other races’, remarked Kidd sarcastically.10 Tropical peoples could offer no resistance to Europe's ‘absolute ascendency’. ‘Europe has annexed the rest of the earth’,
                  remarked the historian-politician James Bryce, ‘and European ideas would prevail everywhere except China.’11 The close contact between advanced and backward peoples marked a ‘crisis in the history of the world’.12 Isolation was no longer an option: extinction or absorption was the fate of many tribes or peoples, and the ‘backward nations’
                  were condemned to be a proletariat. Nor was there any way of preventing Europeans from annexing and settling ‘countries inhabited
                  by the coloured races’: the best that could be hoped for was to regulate relations between whites and blacks, Indians and
                  Chinese to minimise friction and keep ‘some races…at the highest level of efficiency’.13 To an acute observer of Indian civilisation, it seemed certain that the old cultural realm of Hindu polytheism was under
                  siege from external forces, and that a ‘moral inter-regnum’ would intervene before the Hindu reformation was complete.14 Lord Salisbury referred bluntly to ‘dying nations’.
               

               It was hardly surprising that, among non-European writers, the irresistible advance of the Europeans was regarded with a mixture
                  of awe at their technical prowess, and mistrust of their political motives. The overweening racial arrogance of Europeans
                  was widely noted by Indian,15 Chinese – ‘Westerners are very strict about races and they look upon other races as enemies’, said the influential mandarin-scholar
                  K’ang Yu-Wei)16 – and Afro-American observers. Europeans would make little progress in spreading Christianity in Africa, thought the highly
                  educated black West Indian Edward Wilmot Blyden. They were hindered by climate but also by their supercilious view of African
                  cultures.17 Islamic intellectuals were divided between those who argued against any compromise with the subversive teachings of the West
                  and those who insisted that a new synthesis could be found between its technical and scientific knowledge and a modernised
                  Islam.18 Underlying much of this academic commentary was the sense of an impending cultural struggle to reshape the non-European world.
                  For the ruling elites of Afro-Asia's remaining independent states, international politics after 1880 were a race against time
                  to achieve ‘self-strengthening’ before the might of the European powers imposed ‘protection’, annexation or partition upon
                  them.
               

               On all sides, world politics were coming to be seen as a vortex in which only the strong would survive, and then at the price
                  of a discipline and organisation at variance with older traditions of diversity and individualism. Among Europeans, the sense
                  of intensifying competition was sharpened by crucial changes on their own continent. After the 1870s, the brief experiment
                  of free trade was swept away and, in almost every large power except Britain, agriculture protected and industry built up behind tariff walls. At the same time,
                  the political geography of the continent was reshaped by the emergence of Germany and Italy as great powers and (after 1880)
                  would-be colonial powers as well. The old triangular imperialism of Britain, France and Russia had become hexagonal. Since
                  the European ‘dwarfs’ (as the Dutch described themselves) could not always be disregarded, imperial diplomacy sometimes became
                  octagonal – even before the rise of American and Japanese power in the Pacific. Henceforward, it became hard to resist the
                  claim that the principle of equitable compensation on which the peace of Europe was held to depend should be extended to any
                  region where a European power had enlarged its possessions. For the British, the shock of change was particularly severe.
                  British opinion had blithely assumed that, in the new world economy of rising trade and rapid transport, international free
                  trade would guarantee their commercial ascendancy. Secondly, they had every reason to fear that their large, loose, decentralised
                  confederacy, with its wide zones of informal influence and fluid primacy, would be especially vulnerable to a new imperialism
                  of partition.
               

               The intensifying pressure to modernise in a world more and more subject to a global economy and to a single system of international
                  politics thus threatened a double revolution in which old (Afro-Asian) states would disappear and a new, more fiercely competitive
                  group of (European) empires would emerge. Its first epicentre was in the Near East. The Ottoman Empire had been under siege since the 1770s but it had shown a remarkable capacity for survival. In the Crimean War, Russia, its
                  main enemy, had been hurled out of the Black Sea. The empire had been cautiously ‘reformed’ to strengthen its army and centralising
                  bureaucracy. But, in such proximity to Europe and with large Christian populations in its western provinces, this was bound
                  to be difficult. Drawing closer to Europe through trade and technology risked upsetting the delicate balance of its internal
                  politics. Borrowing heavily in the West to improve its rule was a gamble on economic forces over which it had no control.
                  In 1875, disaster came. The Ottoman government declared itself bankrupt, defaulting on large loans in London and Paris. In
                  the political turbulence that followed, reprisals against its Christian subjects (the ‘Bulgarian Horrors’) became a cause célèbre in Europe. Amid a wave of passionate sympathy for ‘fellow Slavs’, Russian intervention in 1877 led swiftly to full-scale
                  invasion and the imposition of a treaty (at San Stefano outside Constantinople) which openly reduced Turkey to a client-state. With the loss
                  of their European provinces (the richest part of their empire) and an indefensible frontier in Thrace, the Ottomans had reached
                  the brink of final collapse. Russia's control over the Straits and her predominance in the Eastern Mediterranean – the nightmare
                  of British diplomacy since the 1780s – was only a matter of time.19

               Disraeli's government reacted angrily but indecisively. A fleet was sent to lurk in the approaches to Constantinople and an
                  Indian army contingent sent to Malta. London grandly urged the Turks to stand firm and embrace reform. But, with France still
                  traumatised by defeat in 1871 and no sign of animosity between the Russians, Germans and Austrians, there was no chance of
                  repeating the diplomatic triumph of 1856. After much huffing and puffing, the result was a ‘strategic retreat’ in British
                  policy, carefully disguised by Disraeli as a diplomatic victory.20 The British took Cyprus, theoretically to guard Turkey's Asian provinces against further Russian encroachment, and staved
                  off the ‘Big Bulgaria’ which might have brought Russian influence to the Aegean. But Salisbury (who became Foreign Secretary
                  in 1878) was under no illusion that the ‘Eastern Question’ was settled.21 Indeed, the wholesale confiscation of Ottoman Europe and Russia's advance in the Caucasus, acquiring Kars, Batum and Ardahan,
                  suggested that Turkey's decay had entered the terminal phase. In every court in Europe, Salisbury told his ambassador in Constantinople,
                  ‘the Empire is looked upon as doomed’.22

               This was the larger context in which the governments of both Disraeli and Gladstone tried to exert political and financial
                  discipline on Egypt whose default had followed on the heels of Turkey's in 1876. Away from the Balkan cockpit, it was easier for Britain and
                  France (the main source of Egypt's loans) to exert their joint influence through the so-called ‘Dual Control’ over Cairo's
                  finances. The real difficulty was that the drastic reduction of government spending to meet the ‘coupon’ owed to the bondholders
                  was bound to offend the powerful vested interests upon whom the Khedive's regime depended: landowners; the bureaucracy; above
                  all, the army. It was hardly surprising that, while Ismail had been anxious to restore his credit and regain access to money-markets
                  in the West, he also used every means to loosen the foreign control at the heart of his government. But, when France and Britain
                  secured his deposition by the Ottoman Sultan (his formal overlord) in June 1879, in favour of the more pliant Tewfik, the whole khedivial structure began to disintegrate. By
                  September 1881, an alliance of discontent had made Colonel Arabi, a senior army officer, the dominant power.23

               The scale of Egyptian debt, Egypt's importance as the closest and most dynamic of Europe's new Afro-Asian trading partners and her strategic
                  value as the ‘highway’ to the East (drastically increased with the completion of the Suez Canal in 1869) all made an Anglo-French
                  accord with the ruling power in Cairo of the greatest urgency. But the prospects of an agreement with Arabi were always bleak.
                  The Anglo-French officials of the ‘Dual Control’ regarded his movement as a roadblock in the path of financial reform. Without
                  the wholehearted backing of a ‘native’ government, they feared the shrivelling of their influence. Their hostility was loudly
                  echoed by the large European community (nearly 100,000 strong) who lived under extra-territorial privilege and largely exempt
                  from taxation. They were regarded by Arabi's following as a parasitical class responsible for Egypt's misfortunes.24 The atmosphere of mistrust was deepened by the efforts of Tewfik to restore his authority, and by the natural suspicion on
                  the Arabist side that sooner or later the Western powers would act against him and (as in Cyprus and Tunis) impose their rule.
                  Under these conditions, reconciling autonomy, stability and financial reform would have needed a miracle.
               

               For the British and French governments did not regard Egypt as a sovereign state whose independence had to be respected at
                  all costs. Nor was this just a British view. ‘L’Egypte a une importance politique qui lui interdit l’indépendance’ was the
                  terse Russian summary.25 Its uncertain status as an autonomous part of the Ottoman Empire, its protected European ‘settlers’, and the Khedive's acceptance
                  of the Dual Control made it a region where international interests and influence were already uniquely entrenched, and where
                  local rights were closely circumscribed. On this view, they were bound to regard Arabi's demand of ‘Egypt for the Egyptians’
                  as a dangerous and retrograde slogan. The result was an escalating campaign of pressure and threat to deflate his prestige
                  and restore the Khedive as the prime mover in Egyptian politics. In June 1882, the appearance of a French and British fleet
                  at Alexandria, Egypt's premier port and its window on Europe, led to a massacre of Europeans. In July, Admiral Seymour's bombardment
                  of the city merely raised Arabi to the zenith of his fame as the champion of Egyptian rights against the alien oppressor.
               
The Gladstone cabinet was now in a quandary. A change of government in France had ruled out joint action. To do nothing would
                  be to acquiesce in Arabi's supremacy. But did Britain's interests really justify a unilateral military intervention, courting
                  international resentment, and risking domestic outrage at the shameless reversal of Gladstone's Midlothian principles of 1879?
                  Gladstone was in two minds, if not more. But a strong ‘war party’ in the cabinet insisted that Egypt was on the verge of anarchy,
                  that Arabi was goading a murderous xenophobia, and that only prompt action – an invasion – could save Britain's vital interest
                  in the free passage of the Canal. With his mind on Ireland, Gladstone accepted defeat, and the vote for war credits passed
                  triumphantly through the Commons. In September, an expeditionary force of 31,000 British and Indian troops swept Arabi aside
                  at Tel el-Kebir and placed Egypt under a ‘temporary occupation’ that was to last for more than seventy years.
               

               The real motives for this crucial decision, with its vast unforeseen consequences for Britain's world position, have been
                  fiercely debated ever since. Was the Canal really in danger at the moment in July when the cabinet authorised an invasion?
                  Was there any risk of France striking a separate bargain with Arabi and subverting British influence? Was Arabi the monster
                  of anarchy that he was painted? Were British ministers as indifferent to the laments of the bondholders as they claimed? Was
                  strategy rather than economics the true compelling force that drove the British into Egypt? Scepticism on all these fronts
                  has been vigorously expressed.26 But the closest archival study of the decision shows convincingly that even those who came to favour invasion were extremely
                  hesitant until the massacre at Alexandria, and all hope of persuading the Turkish government to ‘restore order’ had vanished.
                  The bombardment of Alexandria was a ‘calculated risk’ to frighten Arabi and his followers into retreat, taken in the knowledge
                  that he might then disrupt the Canal.27 The invasion was prepared on the assumption that this last effort to coerce the Arabists might make the Canal, hitherto untouched
                  by disorder, a scene of confrontation.
               

               Disentangling the motives at work in a group of ministers struggling to make sense of a faraway crisis and distracted by bitter
                  simultaneous divisions over rural disorder in Ireland is a rough and ready task. But several points stand out clearly. It
                  is unlikely that those in favour of military intervention drew a sharp distinction between Britain's wider interests in Egypt
                  and her strategic interest in the Canal. It would have been quite illogical to do so. The Canal lay some distance from the Delta towns, but its commercial centres at Port Said and
                  Suez could not be insulated from wider popular unrest.28 Even Gladstone acknowledged that ‘the safety of the Canal will not coexist with illegality and military violence in Egypt’.29 Nor, as Arabi's own actions showed, would the Canal be safe if the conflict between his regime and the Western powers intensified.
                  The Canal was much the largest tangible British interest in Egypt, and its fate was bound up with the question of who ruled
                  in Cairo.
               

               But, in that case, if the Canal was so critical, why not come to terms with Arabi and ease the tension that endangered its
                  use? Why jeopardise a vital interest by the clumsy attempt to suppress a movement whose capacity for harm was limited? Plausible
                  or not, such an argument would have made little impression on the group of ministers for whom the Canal's safety loomed so
                  large. Their leader, Lord Hartington, was Secretary of State for India; he would have liked to have been Viceroy in 1880.30 Lord Northbrook at the Admiralty was a former Viceroy, deeply suspicious of the loyalty of India's Muslims. Charles Dilke,
                  junior minister at the Foreign Office, a close friend of Joseph Chamberlain and a key member of the ‘forward party’, shared
                  the widespread post-Mutiny view that British rule in India was inherently fragile. For all these ministers, India was not
                  only the second centre of British power but the prism through which they surveyed non-European politics. To have compromised
                  with Arabi would have threatened the prestige on which authority in India was held to depend. To have done so after the Alexandria
                  massacre, with its horrible evocation of the Mutiny, would have been inconceivable. Of all the ministers in the Gladstone
                  cabinet, those most alarmed about the Canal (because of India) were those least disposed to treat with Arabi (because of India).
                  They were the most susceptible to alarmist reports about a coming anarchy and the least likely to see Arabi as a ‘national’
                  leader fighting fairly for freedom.
               

               But, in the end, what carried the Gladstone government over the edge into invasion was the weakness of the arguments against
                  it. When Disraeli's cabinet had debated how to check Russia's advance in 1877, the colossal risk of a war without allies was
                  so divisive that ‘in a cabinet of twelve…there are seven parties’.31 But, at the time that military intervention was considered in July 1882, it was clear that a brief occupation to ‘restore
                  order on behalf of Europe’ would present few diplomatic complications and had the approval of both the Ottoman Sultan and the Khedive. The cost would be modest,
                  and would be met partly by India. There was little danger of defeat. Power would revert to the Khedive, not pass to a British
                  governor. On the other hand, if the crisis worsened, the Canal were blocked and more Europeans killed, the government's credit
                  would suffer badly and it would come under irresistible pressure to invade in much less favourable conditions. The ‘geopolitical
                  calculus’ in short was overwhelmingly for intervention and its champions too resolute to be outmanoeuvred by Gladstone.
               

               The occupation was the single most important forward movement made by Britain in the age of partition which set in after 1880.
                  There is no convincing evidence that it was undertaken primarily to recoup the fortunes of British investors in Egyptian bonds.
                  But, equally, it is too schematic to argue that it was merely the culmination of a longstanding interest in the safety of
                  the route to India: a pure question of strategy. The complex reaction to Egyptian politics in London did not spring from the
                  wish merely to conserve the existing strategic link with India, still less to recover funds sunk before the crash of ’76. The leading ministers,
                  and the wider public who had celebrated Disraeli's purchase of Canal shares in 1875,32 recognised that Britain's stake in the Canal (and therefore in Egypt) was growing rapidly. An entire shipping system was
                  being built around it,33 and the commercial and military value of India was rising steeply. The canal was not the symbol of a decaying mid-Victorian
                  pre-eminence, but of the dynamic expansion of late-Victorian Britain. That, perhaps, was why its defence united Whigs and
                  Radicals (like Chamberlain and Dilke – who had urged annexation in 187834) in Gladstone's cabinet. In the same way, the hard line towards Arabi reflected the late-century view that economic and social
                  progress was too urgent to be obstructed by Afro-Asian regimes whose capacity for self-improvement was now regarded with ever
                  heavier scepticism. In the decade after 1882, Egypt became the test case for arguments about ‘progressive imperialism’ and
                  the matrix of a new imperial consensus on politics and strategy in the era of Weltpolitik.
               

            

            The logic of partition

            
               Whatever the logic behind occupation, the Liberal ministers soon found that they had entered Egypt on a false prospectus.
                  Intervention had been meant to achieve a brisk reconstruction of Egyptian politics, locking out ‘disruptive’ elements and allowing Tewfik to organise
                  a government committed to financial and political ‘reform’. Once a safe regime was firmly installed in Cairo, repaying its
                  debts under the eye of the international Caisse de la Dette, the British could revert to their old policy of influence and their old partnership with France. But nothing went according
                  to plan. It soon became clear that facile constitutional schemes (like the Dufferin report of 1883) would collapse as soon
                  as the British garrison left Cairo. The internal crisis brought by economic change and deepened by foreign interference, was
                  much too severe to be solved by a Whig formula. Amid all the promises of British withdrawal, Egyptian politicians were understandably
                  reluctant to ally themselves to a transient force. Then, within a year of the British invasion, the Mahdist revolt in Egypt's
                  vast southern colony of the Sudan – a possession which meant as much to Cairo as India to London – threatened to destabilise
                  Egypt's politics still further and spread rebellion in its upper provinces.35 As these complications were rubbed in by Evelyn Baring, the British Agent at Cairo, the date for withdrawal receded until,
                  by 1889, the occupation, however ‘temporary’, had become indefinite.36

               The British now feared to leave because they were convinced that a chaos worse than that of 1882 would follow. The logic of
                  intervention had become the logic of control. The strategic and diplomatic cost of this discovery was bound to be high. Turning
                  Egypt into a virtual colony broke every rule of imperial expansion. Thus far, Britain's movement into the Outer World beyond
                  Europe had served to insulate her interests more and more from the play of intra-European rivalry. Except in India (which
                  had its own army and paid for British ‘help’), access to Britain's colonies and spheres was by the open sea, the element where
                  her strategic advantage was greatest. This pattern of maritime expansion allowed the British to localise their conflicts and
                  even to choose between fighting limited or unlimited wars. But Egypt was an exposed salient on the rim of Europe, a great
                  hostage to diplomatic fortune. As the Ottoman Empire sank towards collapse, the eastern Mediterranean became the cockpit of European politics. It was one thing to organise a
                  diplomatic defence of Turkey in the style of Palmerston, quite another to protect a territorial stake as large and important
                  as Egypt. The British dared not lower their guard lest a sudden crisis bring on partition and wreck their status in Cairo.
                  The price was relentless pressure on their naval power, already strained by technical change 
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and the building programme of France. Between 1885 and 1890, the Royal Navy kept six first-class battleships in the Mediterranean.
                  In the fretful 1890s, the number rose to ten and, by 1902, to fourteen.37 The naval ‘scare’ became endemic and drove spending higher and higher: from £10.6 million in 1882 to £24 million by 1899.
                  Even so, after 1893, fear of naval inferiority in the Mediterranean Sea was a governing factor in British policy. The sense
                  of being dragged willy-nilly into a dangerous, expensive and inflexible commitment explains much of the continuing anger of
                  the Gladstonians (until the mid-1890s) at what they regarded as the Egyptian folly.
                  
               

               Strategic insecurity placed a huge premium on diplomatic finesse. From the beginning, the British found themselves paying
                  a diplomatic ransom for the occupation, and Egypt became, bizarrely, the fulcrum of their world policy. Having claimed a European
                  mandate to reorganise Egypt's finances, the British were pressed by France and Germany (both with seats on the international
                  Caisse which controlled part of Egypt's budget) to compensate the bondholders without delay. They pressed for wider international
                  supervision of Egyptian finances, denounced the charge the British levied on Cairo for the cost of their garrison and threatened
                  an international enquiry into the fiasco of the Sudan campaign. The British were to pay dearly for the privilege of staying.
                  The result of this pressure was soon visible. To appease the Germans (who had less at stake financially), Gladstone referred
                  a crop of colonial disputes to a congress in Berlin in 1884. There Bismarck wielded his baton Egyptien to good effect. To break the Franco-German combination and escape the general displeasure of Europe, the British abandoned
                  a shoal of colonial claims. At a stroke, Bismarck gained an embryo empire in West, East and Southwest Africa and in the Pacific.
                  To his lackey, the filibuster king of the Belgians, Leopold II, fell a giant crumb from the diplomats’ table: the Congo basin.
                  The British took their reward in the easing of financial and diplomatic pressure on Egypt.38

               This was just the first round, for the partition of Africa, like the reform of Egypt, had hardly begun. The real task of managing
                  Britain's ungainly new commitment fell to Lord Salisbury, the supremo of foreign policy between 1886 and 1892 and from 1895
                  to 1900 when he was both Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary. (He remained Prime Minister until 1902 but gave up the Foreign
                  Office in 1900). Salisbury was greatly helped by the ruthless skill with which Evelyn Baring (later Lord Cromer) created a ‘veiled protectorate’ in Egypt to minimise open dissent. Baring's ‘system’ preserved
                  the fiction of Egyptian autonomy. But it rested on the tacit knowledge of the Egyptian ruler that defiance would mean deposition;
                  on the studied manipulation of Egypt's internal stresses; and on the systematic infiltration of the government by British
                  ‘advisers’ who were Baring's eyes and ears. With unrivalled political intelligence, a British garrison (of 6,000 men), a reorganised
                  local army under British officers, and an extraordinary hold over his political masters in London (a measure of their trust),
                  Baring was able to restore Egypt's solvency (by 1890) and ride out the crises of his eccentric regime.39 Salisbury's other advantage lay in the chronic mistrust between France and Germany and the gradual emergence of two rival
                  diplomatic groupings: Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy on one side; France and Russia (after 1892) on the other. But he
                  faced the constant risk that another crisis in the Near East might unite the continental powers behind a scheme of partition
                  whose victim (apart from the Sultan) would be Britain's strategic link with India.
               

               By outlook and training, Salisbury was well suited to this game of diplomatic poker. He took a disenchanted, ironic view of
                  human motive. He mistrusted enthusiasm and laughed at nationalism (‘the philological law of nations’40). But he had thought deeply about statecraft and saw the virtue of an active policy in Europe.41 ‘Sleepless tact, immovable calmness and patience’42 he deemed the secret of success; the diplomat's victories were ‘made up of a series of microscopic advantages….’ ‘Serene,
                  impassive intelligence’ was the mark of the statesman.43

               Salisbury regarded foreign policy as a realm of technical expertise ill-suited to wayward cabinets let alone the rough and
                  tumble of electoral politics.44 He preferred to work in secrecy with a small group of aides. From his room in the Foreign Office or at Hatfield, his country
                  house near London, he kept a close, obsessive watch on the cauldron of Near East diplomacy and the manoeuvres of his European
                  counterparts. He held the threads of policy tightly in his grasp. In the ‘inner zone’ of British policy, the security corridor
                  to India, his authority was not easily challenged. The ‘official’ interest in India and Egypt was under his command; occupation
                  had soothed the Egyptian bondholders. Public hostility to Turkey aroused by new Armenian ‘Horrors’ was the main constraint.
                  But, in the ‘outer zone’ beyond, where diplomacy grappled with unofficial colonialism, his grip was less sure.
               
Yet Salisbury's whole policy depended upon the careful balance between the needs of Egypt and the Near East, where Britain
                  was most vulnerable, and British interests in other regions of the Outer World. In essence, his technique was to use the open
                  spaces and ‘light soil’ of tropical Africa to appease France and Germany, soften their irritation at Britain's unwarranted
                  primacy in Cairo and stave off an anti-British coalition among the continental powers. This was easier said than done. By
                  the 1880s, unofficial or commercial interest in African hinterlands was growing rapidly. In Senegal and the Upper Niger, the
                  military sub-imperialism of the French colonial army was on the march.45 Rival groups of traders, missionaries and private imperialists were soon jostling each other and scrambling for ‘treaties’
                  granting commercial, mineral or religious rights. Worse still, they were remarkably deft at rallying public support at home
                  for ventures easily repackaged as crusades against slavery or for the promotion of Christianity through commerce.
               

               To Salisbury, the result seemed a nightmare of misguided if not fraudulent expansionism. At best it might be managed: it could
                  not be suppressed. Left untended, it threatened to wreck the finger-tip delicacy with which he steered between the rival great
                  power combinations. It might drive him into unwelcome friendships and towards unwanted confrontations. Many years before,
                  ruminating on the sources of friction in European politics, he had argued that, when a state had become ‘permanently anarchical
                  and defenceless’, its neighbours for self-preservation must impose a ‘tutelage of ambassadors…or…partition’.46 This insight he now applied to anarchic, defenceless Africa. The aim of policy must be to damp down the quarrels of Europe's
                  frontiersmen by an equitable partition of spheres before they could inflame opinion and damage the interests that really mattered.
                  To this most detached observer of human foibles, with his gloomy view of the burdens on British power, it seemed obvious that
                  the diplomatic defence of Egypt depended upon a cartographic fantasy: the parcelling-up of Africa.
               

               Salisbury may have been the grand architect of African partition, applying his diplomatic method to regions as remote and
                  unknown, he once said, as the ‘far side of the moon’. But he had to tread carefully round vociferous ‘interests’ at home,
                  and ruthless empire-builders on the ground like Goldie and Rhodes. Without the means (and perhaps the confidence) to counter
                  their mastery of the press, he took a fatalistic view of public opinion. ‘I once told Salisbury’, wrote the German ambassador, ‘that it seemed
                  to be the Government's duty to lead public opinion. He replied that this was harder than I appeared to realise.’47 Whatever his reservations about the methods and mentality of the private imperialists, he had little choice but to press
                  on behalf of their claims. He mixed the careful palliation of Germany (exchanging Heligoland for Zanzibar) with the brutal
                  coercion of Portugal (both in 1890). Portugal's claims in what is now Zimbabwe were dismissed with a growl – in favour of
                  Rhodes. The contest with France, which had greater strength on the spot and, after 1892, an alliance with Russia, required
                  much more finesse. Salisbury could not afford to let the French officiers soudanais and their ragtag black army hem in British interests on the West African coast and deny them their hinterland; or risk an
                  armed struggle between them and Goldie's pale imitation of the East India Company (Salisbury was scornful of Goldie's Clive-like
                  pretensions). Nor could he permit a French forward move into the southern Sudan, in case their arrival coincided with the
                  expected collapse of the Mahdist regime in Khartoum. A French-ruled Sudan would have wrecked Cromer in Egypt. In the West
                  African case, despite much bad-tempered diplomacy and some sabre-rattling in the bush, Salisbury largely achieved the partition
                  he wanted. In the Sudan, his victory was much more complete. There Kitchener's (Anglo-Egyptian) army, with its light railways
                  and steam launches, decisively smashed the Mahdist regime and captured Khartoum (in September 1898). With Marchand's tiny
                  force at Fashoda hugely outnumbered, and the Royal Navy assembling in the English Channel, Paris abandoned its claim to the
                  Upper Nile Valley.
               

               Salisbury's triumph had been three-fold. He had secured Britain's position in Egypt, the strategic hinge of Anglo-Indian defence,
                  without drawing down on his head a continental coalition. The price he had paid in African claims had been surprisingly light,
                  guarding his flank against an outcry at home. Above all, he had avoided the diplomatic and military setbacks that dogged Disraeli
                  and Gladstone and threatened electoral disaster. But, by the late 1890s, for all his success at Fashoda, it was no longer
                  so clear that his deft combination of British strength on the ground, with an agile diplomacy and Britain's naval deterrent
                  could protect British interests against the threat of attrition.
               

               The main reason for this was the sudden emergence of a new epicentre of extra-European upheaval. China's shattering defeat
                  by Japan in 1895 signalled a political bankruptcy as complete as that of the Ottomans twenty years before. The break-up of the Ch’ing empire seemed imminent. Even more alarming from the British point
                  of view was the formation of the ‘Far Eastern Triplice’ – a coalition of Germany, France and Russia – to strip Japan of her
                  spoils and impose their own terms for China's survival. Britain's commercial interests were centred on Shanghai and the Yangtse valley but spread out all over China.
                  Neither Kwangtung in the south (the hinterland behind Hong Kong) nor North China and Peking could easily be given up. But
                  with France looking north from Indochina, Russia south from the Amur, and German interest in Shantung, the British faced a
                  squeeze and Salisbury a dilemma. He could fall in with an agreed partition and make the best terms he could. He could challenge
                  the other powers to an open competition for the spheres and concessions which the Chinese offered in return for loans. Or
                  he could hang back and wait, hoping the crisis would pass.
               

               Salisbury's instinct was to wait. An early agreement with Britain isolated and the Triplice in harmony would be expensive
                  and perhaps unacceptable to his colleagues and public opinion. An open competition risked extending the Triplice to the Near
                  East, exposing the core of his system to the danger he tried most to avoid, and at a moment when the Armenian crisis and Anglo-French
                  rivalry in Africa were coming to a head. ‘In Asia there is room for us all’, he soothed in November 1896.48 But delay was not an easy option. Salisbury's caution was out of tune with the mounting excitement among the British in China
                  and their sympathisers at home. The Asia-Pacific had replaced the Near East and tropical Africa as the platform for imperial
                  publicists and commercial alarmists. The young George Curzon, patrician, politician, scholar, traveller and ‘coming man’,
                  proclaimed the Far East to be the only region left where British manufacturers could find and keep an open market.49 In the Transformation of China (1898), Archibald Colquhoun insisted that only in China could Britain hope to expand her Asian commerce and strengthen her
                  position. The Times correspondent in China, George Morrison, regaled his foreign editor with dire warnings of French and Russian advance, while
                  Chirol raged back against Salisbury's ‘infirmities’ and the ‘blundering and lying in which Downing Street excels’.50 Inside the Cabinet, Joseph Chamberlain pressed for a more forceful policy:51 outside it he intrigued for an ill-fated German alliance. Under this barrage, Salisbury moved crabwise. Peking was asked
                  to promise that no territorial rights would be granted away in the Yangtse valley. Russian, French and German acquisitions
                  were 
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‘balanced’ by a British base at Wei-hai-wei in North China and the extension of Hong Kong into the ‘New Territories’. But Salisbury also tried to reduce the danger of friction with
                  Russia (his main fear) by acknowledging her claim to priority in Manchuria in the Scott-Muraviev agreement in 1899. If Russia,
                  as France's ally, had nothing to gain from quarrelling with Britain, so he reasoned, there was little danger of Anglo-French
                  antagonism in the Near East and Africa spilling over into war. This was an approach already vindicated by the French retreat
                  in the Fashoda crisis and the successful resolution of Anglo-French differences in West Africa. But, in the middle of 1900,
                  as Britain became ever more deeply embroiled in the South African War, the Boxer Rising and its xenophobic challenge to all
                  foreign interests in China threatened to unite Britain's rivals in a general partition of the Ch’ing empire. ‘Her Majesty's
                  Government’, Salisbury told his minister at Peking with gloomy understatement, ‘view with uneasiness a “concert of Europe”
                  in China.’52
                  
               

               As it turned out, the Chinese were too resilient and the Europeans too divided to permit a replay of the African partition.
                  Japan's victory over Russia in 1905 removed a Chinese share-out from the European diplomatic agenda. But the Boxer crisis
                  in 1900 had brought the new geopolitics of British power to a climax. It signalled the birth of what became the grand dilemma
                  of imperial strategy in the twentieth century: how to safeguard British interests simultaneously in Europe, the Middle East
                  and East Asia. With the great enlargement of scale brought by the new wave of rivalry and confrontation in Asia and the Pacific,
                  Salisbury's delicate system of checks, balances, blandishments and threats, with its pivot in Egypt, seemed to have reached
                  its term. In the world now imagined by Pearson, Kidd and Mackinder, and by Chamberlain, Milner or Curzon, old diplomacy was
                  not enough. The tide of world politics, that had run so long in Britain's favour, now seemed to have turned against her.
               

            

            Managing empire

            
               Managing a worldwide empire under these new conditions threw a heavy burden of political management onto administrative institutions
                  in London that had grown up haphazardly since the early part of the century. ‘The external affairs of Great Britain’, remarked
                  a sarcastic observer, ‘are distributed without system between the Foreign, Colonial and India Offices. Their provinces overlap
                  and intersect each other…like the divisions of some of the northern counties of Scotland.’53 In fact, responsibility for the faraway spheres of rule and influence that made up the British system was scattered across
                  half a dozen departments. The shadow of the Treasury with its ‘Gladstonian garrison’ of bureaucratic skinflints lay over them
                  all. The Foreign Office enjoyed primacy in external affairs as the guardian of Britain's stake in the cockpits of Europe –
                  the centre of the world. It supervised relations in the ‘informal empire’ including Egypt (even after its occupation in 1882),
                  the Sudan (even after conquest in 1898), China and the early protectorates in West and East Africa. The Colonial Office ruled
                  over a jumble of ‘crown colonies’ (where local representatives had an advisory role at best), dependencies and protectorates;
                  and reigned over the self-governing settler colonies, who resented this mésalliance. In the Mediterranean, parts of tropical Africa and even in China (Hong Kong was a crown colony) it was the recalcitrant junior
                  partner of the Foreign Office, with its own view of priorities. The India Office had been constructed in 1858 out of the East
                  India Company and the old Board of Control to preside over an Indian ‘empire’ enlarged by 1885 to include all of Burma as
                  well western outposts in the Persian Gulf and at Aden. Control over imperial defence lay with the Admiralty and the War Office.
                  The former regarded itself (like the Foreign Office) as the real guarantor of imperial safety and despised the army as a motley
                  of colonial garrisons without strategic value.
               

               Of course, the vast proportion of public business in the colonies and India lay ‘below the line’ and never came to the attention
                  of officials or ministers in London. The self-governing colonies were almost entirely exempt from imperial scrutiny. In theory,
                  the Colonial Office could disallow their legislation if it was deemed to infringe the imperial prerogative in external affairs,
                  defence or constitutional change. In practice, this power was rarely needed and hardly ever used. Crown colony governors reported
                  to the Office, but, even with the telegraph (still very expensive) and more frequent mails, its officials were ill-equipped
                  to oversee their rule. Colonial governors were, by convention, masters in their own house. They could be rebuked or recalled
                  for misdemeanours or acting ultra vires, but, provided they stayed solvent, kept order and avoided war, remote control from London was lax. The Colonial Office acted more as a regulator, monitoring colonial laws, expenditure and personnel, than as a policy-making department,
                  certainly before Joseph Chamberlain's arrival in 1895.54 Much the same was true of the India Office, which faced a single ‘super-governor’ in the Viceroy. The Viceroy, selected almost
                  invariably from the political elite at home, not from the ranks of British officialdom in India, had his own network of political
                  friends, and his status approached that of a cabinet minister. As a temporary autocrat of tsar-like magnificence, the liege-lord
                  of 600 feudatory states and an Asian ruler with his own army and diplomatic service (for India's frontier regions), he was
                  hard to coerce and practically irremovable.55 The vast stream of paper that poured westward annually to fill the archives of the India Office was less a measure of its
                  control than a relic of Parliament's obsession since the age of Burke with the misuse of Indian revenues by the home government
                  for patronage or foreign war. In fact, the torrent of administrative minutiae enthusiastically supplied by Calcutta dulled
                  parliamentary curiosity about India to the point of anaesthesia – and was meant to.56 The formal debates on the Indian budget were notoriously ill-attended.
               

               Despite this pattern of devolution by accident and design, there were many issues that rose ‘above the line’ and required
                  a decision in London. Any serious breakdown of internal order would mean reinforcing the colonial garrison from the pool of
                  British infantry battalions – the reserve currency of imperial power. Using up this scarce resource (much of it already deployed
                  in India) raised awkward questions about the balance between British commitments in Asia, North America, the Mediterranean
                  and Southern Africa. Any constitutional alteration had to be inspected in case it implied new costs for the British taxpayer
                  or had implications for other dependencies or imperial defence. Action by a colonial government which impeded British trade
                  invariably set off an alarm at Westminster. London had to swallow the tariffs imposed by self-governing colonies, but vetoed
                  any attack on free trade in India and the dependencies. Any aspect of imperial rule, or of the advancement of British interests
                  in the informal empire, which produced international complications and raised the prospect, however remote, of conflict with
                  a European power, attracted immediate scrutiny in London. More than anything else, it was the addition of new imperial liabilities
                  carrying higher costs and the risk of friction with rival powers which exercised policy-makers in the late-Victorian period.
               
As a result, the problem of imperial expansion has come to be the main window through which we peer at the late-Victorian
                  idea of empire. It raised in an acute form the question of what purpose the formal empire and the larger British system were
                  meant to serve, on what grounds they should be extended, and for whose benefit. The response of British leaders was bound
                  to reflect, however subliminally, their understanding of world politics, their notions of strategy, their grasp of economic
                  realities, their views of race and culture, their sense of national community, their hopes of expansion and fears of decline.
                  The tortuous decision-making imposed by conflicting priorities at home and abroad and the periodic sense of crisis, gives
                  a powerful insight into the mechanisms through which primacy in a huge and unwieldy world-system was reconciled with representative
                  government in an age of growing social anxiety. Indeed, the intricate connection sometimes revealed between domestic politics
                  and imperial policy raises the hardest question of all: how far Britain had become by 1900 an ‘imperialised’ society, founding
                  its values, culture and social hierarchy mainly upon its role as the centre of an imperial system.57

               Not surprisingly, the process by which the central issues of imperial expansion were resolved politically has long been the
                  focus of an intense debate. The older historians of late-Victorian imperialism emphasised crude motives of economic gain,
                  diplomatic prestige, racial arrogance or electoral calculation as the dynamic behind the willingness of successive British
                  governments to extend the formal empire of rule, practise the diplomacy of brinkmanship in the Middle East, Southeast Asia
                  and China, and resort to a costly and humiliating colonial war in 1899. But, since the 1960s, explanation has been dominated
                  by the powerful model put forward by Robinson and Gallagher and taken up by a large school of disciples.58 Robinson and Gallagher rejected most previous explanations as naïve conjecture or special pleading. They insisted that the
                  motives for imperial aggrandisement had to be sought in the largely private thoughts and calculations of the decision-making
                  elite who sanctioned territorial advance and chose between the forward policies that were urged upon them. They denied that
                  the documentary evidence revealed any serious pursuit of economic goals and claimed instead that the overwhelming motive for
                  intervention, annexation and acquisition was strategic: to defend the territories and spheres accumulated in the flush times
                  of mid-century, above all the vast, valuable, vulnerable empire in India.
               
This conclusion, resting upon a close study of the African partition, was also based upon a radical reinterpretation of the
                  place of empire in British politics and the outlook of the ruling elite. Whereas previous writers had stressed the growth
                  of ‘popular’ imperialism and the anxious desire of party leaders to propitiate it with jingo excess, Robinson and Gallagher
                  argued that public attitudes towards empire were mainly shaped by dislike of the financial burden it implied and distaste
                  for the moral risks it imposed. The best kind of empire was informal (and therefore free from patronage), costless and peaceful.
                  Expansion might be tolerated if it recouped its expenses and avoided disaster. But the Midlothian election in 1880 showed
                  how the electorate would punish a government caught red-handed in imperial misadventure. Thereafter, they argued, ministers
                  would only agree to a forward policy in extremis, as a painful remedy to stave off the general attrition of their world-system and its defences. Far from bowing to popular
                  pressure or the pleading of commercial and financial interests, the ‘official mind’ – a key concept in their model – based
                  its grudging decisions to advance on gloomy estimates of strategic and electoral danger. They mistrusted jingoism on principle
                  and loathed all forms of imperial enthusiasm. The policy-makers’ rule of thumb decreed that, far from staging a forward march
                  from the bastions of mid-Victorian imperialism, the British were condemned by secular change to run faster to stay in the
                  same place.
               

               In other hands, this ironic portrait of late-Victorian high policy broadened into a definitive view of British imperialism
                  after the turning point of 1880. Reactive, defensive, gloomily conservative, it was built on regret for the golden age of
                  mid-Victorian primacy and obsessive concern for the protection of India. Britain was a status quo power drawn into reluctant expansion by the crises in her spheres of influence, felt most acutely where strategic not economic
                  interests were at stake.59 But, at the height of its influence, this ‘pessimistic’ interpretation was robustly challenged in a critique which pointed
                  unerringly to its least plausible components. These were the implication that the mid-Victorian era had seen the apogee of
                  British imperial power; the suggestion that late-Victorian expansion was economically sterile; and the view of the policy-makers
                  as a Platonic elite guided by abstract principles of national interest. Cain and Hopkins60 insisted instead that politicians, officials and the commercial and financial world of the City of London were united by
                  a common ethos of ‘gentlemanly capitalism’. The Victorian ruling elite sprang from a marriage of landed and commercial (not industrial) wealth, and its members were to
                  be found as much in banks and finance houses as in Whitehall or the Houses of Parliament. A common education, shared values
                  and linked fortunes meant that governments and their advisers were instinctively sympathetic to the interests of trade, but
                  especially finance. The key decisions of late-Victorian forward policy, like the occupation of Egypt in 1882, the policy of
                  spheres in China and the war against the Boers in 1899, were taken not on strategic criteria but to promote (or defend) Britain's
                  financial stake. Far from marking the gloomy defence of a reduced inheritance, imperial assertiveness reflected an aggressive
                  commercial and financial expansion and the deliberate channelling of new economic energy into a periphery which had to be
                  ‘remade’ for the purpose. And behind this advance stood not a doubting, sceptical public opinion but a powerful vested interest
                  enthroned at the heart of government.
               

               The sheer scale of Britain's global activity from China to Peru, the inevitable intermingling of political and economic interests,
                  the different conjunctures of international affairs and the economic cycle and the shifting cast of actors make any overview
                  a heroic abstraction. But there are obvious ways in which neither grand model quite fits the evidence. Thus the furious arguments
                  within the political elite after 1880 over Ireland, Egypt and South Africa show how useless it was to appeal to an agreed version
                  of the ‘national interest’ as the lodestone of imperial policy. The ‘national interest’ was not a text to be consulted; it
                  was a trophy carried off by force of rhetoric or the canny appeal to public sentiment; at best, it was an oracle of Sibylline
                  ambiguity. However much it yearned for seclusion in a ‘hidden city’ barred to the uninitiated, the ‘official mind’ was forced
                  to accept the discipline of popular government. Delegations had to be seen; newspapers read; questions answered; support rallied;
                  public emotions appeased; opponents (and colleagues) outmanoeuvred, by fair means if possible. No policy-maker cultivated
                  a more Olympian detachment than Lord Salisbury, the ‘great Unapproachable’.61 But, even Salisbury acknowledged that diplomacy must defer to popular prejudice. ‘The loss of Constantinople’, he told Lord
                  Randolph Churchill in 1886, ‘would be the ruin of our party…The main strength of the Tory party…lies in its association with
                  the honour of the country.’62 When governments were divided and control over imperial policy was disputed between ministers, as happened frequently between
                  1880 and 1900, indecision and the tendency to sniff the popular breeze were all the greater. The normal state of the ‘official mind’ was not cool certainty
                  but chronic schizophrenia.63

               This endemic turbulence made it all the less likely that any government would risk identifying itself openly with a single
                  economic interest, however powerful. In fact, the relations between government and business in the imperial sphere were marked
                  not by a sense of common purpose but by deep mutual mistrust and a conscious disparity in outlook and values. Businessmen
                  raged against diplomatic ignorance of commercial realities. Ministers and officials sneered at the obtuseness of private entrepreneurs.
                  The Royal Niger Company became Salisbury's bête noire in the quest for Anglo-French agreement in West Africa. ‘Goldie’ (its head), complained Salisbury, ‘is a great nuisance.
                  His knowledge of foreign relations must have been acquired in a music hall.’64 Proconsuls jeered at the dubious ethics of their business counterparts. Salisbury's contemptuous dismissal of the British
                  commercial population in Johannesburg (‘a people for whom we care nothing’65) is well known. To the exponents of ‘chartered imperialism’, the efficiency of their ‘company states’ organised along semi-commercial
                  lines and answerable to shareholders, stood in dynamic contrast to the ‘cumbrous machinery’ of colonial administration.66 The hallmarks of colonial rule were heavy taxation, wasteful expenditure and vaunting official ambition. But, in official
                  eyes, unofficial imperialists and the business interests behind them showed a myopic disregard for the framework of order
                  that was needed to make their commercial inroads tolerable to indigenous populations and home opinion.
               

               At bottom, there was a fundamental divide that could not be bridged by agreement on the logic of capitalism. If matters came
                  to a crisis, the incentives and obligations that shaped business decisions were very different from those at work in politics
                  and government. Status, merit, honour and success were judged very differently in these two worlds. Lost battles did not break
                  banks but they could break governments. Trade monopolies made business sense but political trouble. Conscripting semi-servile
                  labour – African, Indian, Chinese – lowered commercial costs, but (if discovered) could raise the home political temperature
                  to boiling point. A diplomatic rebuff (unless of directly commercial significance) was of little moment in the City, but at
                  Westminster it was the noose from which a government could be hanged. In theory, diplomacy and commerce might march in step,
                  but at the first sign of trouble each followed quite different rules of engagement. It was grudging respect for each other's utility,
                  not identity of outlook, that drove them into wary collaboration.
               

               These objections suggest that there is no need to choose between two starkly different views of late-Victorian imperialism.
                  It is possible instead to reconstruct the workings of the ‘official mind’ to take better account of the untidy reality. The
                  starting point is to recognise that, as in earlier periods, the initiative for British imperial expansion rarely if ever lay
                  with governments, ministers and officials in London. The Colonial Office, remarked one ardent unofficial imperialist, could
                  not be a creative force: it was ‘the “governor” of the steam-engine, not the boiler’.67 The energy for advance had to come from elsewhere. After 1880, much as before, expansion was incremental and its agents usually
                  local men (both official and unofficial) who enjoyed backing at home from the array of public and private bodies with interests
                  on the periphery of empire. With the acceleration of trade and investment, and the ready means of switching capital from one
                  region to another, it was not surprising that the speed with which the frontier of European influence was driven forward was
                  getting faster and faster. Nor that zones of longstanding sensitivity (like the Near East) should have seemed at greater risk
                  from a sudden shift in their political and economic fortunes. But the hinterlands into which British interests ventured differed
                  widely in two crucial ways. In some cases, the unofficial presence had grown strongly enough, or rallied sufficient local
                  support, to establish a visible British interest; in others, it had not. Some of these ‘bridgeheads’ enjoyed highly placed
                  or well-organised sponsors at home, with backstairs influence or the means of publicity; others were much less well endowed.
               

               The real task of the ‘official mind’ was to decide which of these interests deserved official support and in what form. For
                  that purpose, arcane criteria of the ‘national interest’ were of little use – except as rhetorical cover. What counted was
                  whether those who wanted to drag the ‘imperial factor’ after them, or enlist its support in their local struggles, could peg
                  out their claim not just in Africa or Asia but on public attention in London. Newspaper coverage and a talent for propaganda
                  were vital. At the height of its difficulties in the 1890s, the Royal Niger Company, struggling against commercial rivals,
                  bureaucratic hostility and French advance, won the backing of the The Times in a series of planted articles.68 Its chairman, complained a British diplomat in West Africa, ‘is on the spot [i.e. in London] and has a ready and clever tongue’.69 Even to official agents in the field it often seemed that the best plan was to act first and wait for public opinion to rally
                  behind. It was no good asking the Foreign Office for permission in advance, advised Milner in 1895. ‘The people on the spot
                  must take things into their own hands, when, if the occasion of the decisive move is well chosen, public opinion here will
                  surely approve.’70 But that meant careful attention to rousing public feeling and the artful depiction of a ‘forward policy’ as the defence
                  of an existing (and valuable) interest. Even the great Lord Cromer was not above using the press ‘to work for a “forward game”’,
                  and outflank his nominal master, Lord Salisbury.71 ‘Just like all British governments’, Cromer was reported as saying. ‘they will act more or less in a hand to mouth way on
                  the spur of the moment, but they will not think out and adopt a steady policy.’72 Of course, the weaker the vanguard of British influence and the more exposed it was to local or international attack, the
                  harder it would be to extract a commitment from the policy-makers. Nor was there any point ‘firing into a continent’ (in Conrad's
                  graphic phrase): there had to be sufficient local agency to be the ‘transformer’ that would inject British power into local
                  circuits. Reasonable certainty was needed that the cost would be minimal or could be recouped. The vital decision London had
                  to make turned most of all upon a geopolitical calculus, in which the international risks of intervention were weighed against
                  the local means of British leverage and the extent to which opinion at home had been mobilised for action.
               

               It was hardly surprising that policy made under these conditions was often erratic and inconsistent, lurching forward, falling
                  back, plunging from inertia to frenzy. The longer decisions lingered in the arena of opinion bounded by Westminster, the City
                  and the Clubland of St James, the more likely they were to be improvised, opportunistic and unpredictable. The effects of
                  this were felt more severely in some regions than in others. In the ‘inner zone’ which followed the Anglo-Indian ‘security
                  corridor’ from Gibraltar to Bombay, the official interest was dominant. Here matters could often be settled privately between
                  London and Calcutta, and strategy was a trump card. But, in the vast ‘outer zone’ beyond, the official interest was much weaker,
                  and official concepts more protean. Here, even the master of Realpolitik could lose his way. Even Lord Salisbury became, as we have seen, the target of savage private criticism from insiders who
                  saw in his chessboard diplomacy not a master-plan but muddle and sloth. It might indeed be argued that the whole pattern of Britain's territorial aggrandisement after 1880 had less to do with any grand strategy, than with
                  the latent strength of the bridgeheads of influence and occupation established before the era of partition and the all-but-irresistible
                  pressure on governments to support them, where practicable, against their enemies. But that is not the whole story. The most
                  striking feature of the period after 1880 was precisely the uncertainty about how the ‘national interest’ could be defined
                  in an era of such disorienting fluidity. But, if policy-makers, proconsuls, private imperialists, press and public opinion
                  all displayed periodic signs of hysteria, it was partly because geopolitical disorder abroad seemed to be matched by the unnerving
                  fluidity of the domestic political scene.
               

            

            The late-Victorians and empire

            
               Indeed, to many ‘imperialists’, alarmed by signs of imperial weakness, it was evident that the dangers abroad found an echo
                  in disturbance at home. Far from providing a stable platform for the defence of a world-empire, British society was in the
                  throes of upheaval. Far from springing to the defence of its vital interests, it was distracted by sectional strife. Far from
                  recognising its need for resources overseas, it was at odds over the share-out of wealth at home. Partisan struggle sapped
                  imperial will. This gloomy connection had been made by Lord Salisbury. In a notorious essay published in 1883, and brusquely
                  titled ‘Disintegration’, he prophesied the imperial doom that would follow the rising clamour for radical reform.73 The radicals’ assault on ‘churchmen, landowners, publicans, manufacturers, house-owners, railway-shareholders [and] fund-holders’
                  was symptomatic of the sea-change in British politics. Its effects were magnified by the democratisation of the electorate.
                  The ballot was a ‘regime of surprises’; the voters paid only fitful attention; ministerial power was held ‘on a capricious
                  and precarious tenure’; the House of Commons had become the instrument of ‘sudden revulsions of feeling’ unimaginable in earlier
                  times. The result was a social war – ‘civil war with the gloves on’. Society was atomising into hostile fragments. ‘The temper
                  that severs class from class is constantly gaining strength.’ Patriotism was dead or dying. ‘The national impulses which used
                  to make Englishmen cling together in face of every external trouble are beginning to disappear.’ Pride in the ‘stupendous
                  achievement of thousands ruling over millions’ (a reference to India) had shrivelled. Instead, Britain was faced with the ‘loss of large
                  branches and limbs of our Empire, and…the slow estrangement of the classes which make up the nation to which that Empire belongs’.
                  And, of course, it was Ireland that was ‘the worst symptom of our malady’: to abandon the Union would be an avowal ‘that all
                  claims to protect or govern anyone beyond our own narrow island were at an end’.
               

               Salisbury's polemic was partly designed for his own party's consumption. But his acrid vision of democratic politics was shared
                  (from a different angle) by his political opponents while his gloomy portrait of the decline of authority chimed with the
                  prognostications of Herbert Spencer, the most influential social theorist of the age. Spencer had argued that social progress
                  meant the advance from a ‘militant’ to an ‘industrial’ society: from rule by a prescriptive warrior elite towards voluntary
                  cooperation between the myriad of specialised interests thrown up by economic and technological development. Ironically, at
                  the same time as Salisbury was fulminating against disintegration, Spencer was warning (in Man versus the State) against collectivist interference with the free play of social competition.74 But Salisbury's fear that a mass electorate would turn its back on the arcana imperii of British world power, repudiate imperial obligations and thwart the exercise of consistent policy, became almost a political
                  commonplace. John Morley, the radical editor and parliamentarian, had opined in 1880 that a working-class electorate would
                  refuse to go to war.75 Joseph Chamberlain thought that ‘fighting can never again be popular with the people’.76 ‘The old ways of diplomacy are unsuitable to the new Electorate’, he told a friendly editor in 1885.77 Even after the fall of the Gladstone ministry in 1886, Salisbury's colleague, Lord Randolph Churchill, then high-priest of
                  ‘Tory Democracy’, insisted that British policy was by its nature ‘always more or less a policy of hand to mouth’ since the
                  government of the day ‘depends upon a Parliamentary majority…assailed and swayed by an enlightened, but at the same time by
                  a capricious, public opinion’.78 Defending Constantinople, he told Salisbury, could not be done as it had been in the Crimean War or in the Eastern crisis
                  of 1876–8: ‘I doubt whether the people will support that method.’79

               The implication was that the imperial burden had become dangerously heavy at a time when British politics were inflamed by
                  the social, ethnic and religious antagonisms unleashed by domestic radicalism and Irish Home Rule. For governments of either party, foreign or colonial entanglements brought with them the risk
                  of war, embarrassment and expense in a period of exceptional instability in domestic politics. It was this that made veterans
                  of either party like the Liberal Harcourt and the Conservative Hicks-Beach so wary of new commitments in Egypt and sub-Saharan
                  Africa. Harcourt feared the entrenchment of British power in Egypt and the slide towards a de facto protectorate. He opposed the annexation of Uganda. Hicks-Beach warned Salisbury that spending on empire would rouse opposition
                  at home and increase the pressure on the landed interest already beleaguered by agricultural depression.80 For both men, an expanding empire was an open-ended risk, an unlimited liability. Meeting its demands would drive both parties
                  into conflict with their natural supporters, wreck the interests for which they stood and exhaust their electoral credit.
                  Keeping the parties afloat in rough democratic seas meant reducing to the minimum their exposure to the high winds of competitive
                  imperialism and its fearsome corollary, great power rivalry in Europe. But to ardent imperialists like Milner and his circle
                  it was precisely this cringeing attitude to public opinion, the influence of ‘wire-pullers’ and party hacks, and the elevation
                  of party over empire that explained the weakness and vacillation they saw in British policy. A decadent, hysterical elite,
                  too timid to lead, too selfish to abdicate, blocked the constructive programme that was needed to fuse domestic and imperial
                  politics and to educate the masses. From the opposite end of the political spectrum, the radical journalist J. A. Hobson warned
                  that the irrational instincts of mass opinion made it an easy prey to propaganda and delusion.81

               As we shall see, the imperialists protested too much and raised a false alarm. But it is easy to see why they were anxious.
                  If domestic opinion turned against the defence of empire, the imperial system might unravel with astonishing speed. A ‘premature’
                  withdrawal from the exposed salient of Egypt would signal an immediate shift in the Mediterranean balance of power. The steady
                  advance of British influence all along the seaborne approaches to India would go into reverse. The long-range defence of its
                  landward frontier against encroaching rivals in Persia, Central Asia and Tibet would look less sure. It was a cliché of Anglo-Indian
                  officialdom that a strong frontier policy was the touchstone of British rule in northwestern India, and the best warrant for
                  Muslim loyalty. A second ‘mutiny’, however modest, would re-open the Indian question in British politics with a vengeance. In China and at the Cape, British interests, influence and
                  prestige also depended upon the assumption that force would be used to prevent their attrition. Failure to win parliamentary
                  support for naval expansion would be just as dangerous. Naval primacy, at whatever the cost, was the ultimate guarantee that
                  the British could underwrite their own claims and those of their innumerable clients and subjects. Its loss or disavowal was
                  bound (amid much other damage) to rouse the separatist tendency latent in the colonial politics of the ‘white dominions’ or,
                  in the special case of Canada, to weaken the argument against political union with its southern neighbour. In the domino theory
                  of empire that Salisbury had invented (but which was taken up by many Unionists), the fate of Ireland was crucial. Its strategic
                  position across the Atlantic approaches to Britain,82 and its symbolic value as a proving ground of British institutions meant that Ireland was the exposed nerve of both domestic
                  and imperial politics. The concession of Home Rule, and the failure to uphold the Union and ‘tame’ Irish nationalism, would
                  be, on this view, the starting-gun for the implosion of British world power.
               

               It is hard to tell how large a shift there was after 1880 in British attitudes to empire. There were no opinion polls to record
                  public feeling on issues of empire and world power. In the election campaigns of the period, ‘imperial’ questions were absorbed
                  into more urgent debates over Ireland in 1886, or wartime ‘loyalty’ in 1900. ‘Imperial sentiment’ played second fiddle to
                  anti-Irish feeling, patriotic enthusiasm and the anxiety over employment and living standards at home. There is, anyway, much
                  anecdotal evidence that, except in moments of unusual excitement, imperial questions stirred little public interest. It is
                  true that contemporaries detected a persistent strain of jingoism in popular politics – a reserve tank of xenophobic prejudice.
                  But to politicians like Salisbury jingoism was not a useful political fuel but a blind force, ‘a strain of pure combativeness’
                  at the base of society.83 It was a far cry from the traditional attachment to the national interest whose decay he had lamented. It had little to do
                  with the intelligent cultivation of ‘empire-mindednesss’ or a new sense of imperial identity. Radical commentators attributed
                  any sign of popular support for overseas expansion, conquest or adventure to the crude emotions stirred up by manipulative
                  politicians and an unscrupulous press: behind both stood the sinister shape of financial influence.84 Playing upon the irrational instincts of an ill-educated urban mass, they created a jingo ‘false-consciousness’, transient and febrile.
                  Working-class voters whose real interest lay in social reform and a redistribution of wealth were bought off with the fool's
                  gold of imperial glory. Many historians have followed a similar line: that it took disillusionment with the South African
                  War of 1899–1902 to prick the bubble of jingo-imperialism and usher in the sober age of liberal reform after 1906.
               

               Indeed, a close study of popular culture suggests that the attractions of empire had little appeal except to those in the
                  middle and upper classes to whom it might offer some material benefits – a career or a dividend. However stark they might
                  seem in our selective rear view, the literary, musical or visual celebrations of empire were lost in the mass of non-imperial
                  production. The efforts of imperialists to educate and inform testified not to their confidence in the imperialism of the
                  masses, but to their fears of indifference or even downright hostility. Even after the trauma of the South African War, and
                  perhaps because of it, this feeling persisted. ‘One must unfortunately explain to these d___d fools’, wrote Milner of his
                  audiences in 1906, ‘why we want…an Empire, and it pinches one in dealing with the methods of maintaining it.’85

               Certainly, if the records of policy-making are any guide, mass enthusiasm for empire-building, whether spontaneous or manufactured, was considered a will o’ the wisp. Far from bowing to
                  a surge of popular imperialism or trying to drum up votes by derring-do on the imperial frontier, ministers of both parties
                  viewed public opinion with deep mistrust. They feared (in Salisbury's words) a ‘jingo hurricane’ that could drive them on
                  the rocks: an ill-conceived foreign adventure (like the relief of Gordon at Khartoum) ending in disaster. They were just as
                  frightened of new commitments for which support at home might die away, leaving them helpless in the political doldrums. Both
                  would be a huge electoral liability. But, equally, they could not afford to treat every demand for intervention or annexation
                  with patrician contempt. Still less could they hope to ‘manage’ all public discussion of imperial issues, or reduce it to
                  a soothing murmur of approbation. As a recent study has shown, a large part of the public interest in empire was expressed
                  through pressure groups and associations lying outside the formal arena of parliamentary politics or straddling the usual
                  lines of party loyalty. It connected with new political issues (like women's rights) and mobilised enthusiasts for a new kind
                  of social politics.86 Working-class opinion might have been indifferent to the glories of the Raj, or the ‘civilising mission’ in tropical Africa.
                  But it could hardly have been so to the value of overseas markets, some like India sustained by colonial rule. And their habit
                  of migration displayed the tacit belief that British people were entitled to occupy the lands of others, provided their resistance
                  was not embarrassingly stiff. This ‘demographic’ imperialism might not have been glamorous. But no British leader would have
                  dared question its claims. In late-Victorian politics, ‘empire’ had come to mean more than the aggressive pursuit of new places
                  to rule.
               

               This suggests that we need a more complex explanation for the receptiveness of British opinion towards the huge growth of
                  imperial liabilities after 1880 and the willingness to accept a large and growing burden of imperial defence. One obvious
                  starting point is the capacity of interests connected with empire and Britain's spheres of overseas influence to maintain
                  an influential presence on the domestic scene and win the political support necessary for their projects. In the past, the
                  East India Company, the anti-slavery movement, the evangelicals, the China traders and the philanthropic businessmen of the
                  South Australian or New Zealand Companies in the 1830s, had all enjoyed moments of special leverage in British politics. But
                  they had all been vulnerable to the charge of ‘old corruption’ and to the ebb tide of public altruism. By the 1880s, however,
                  imperial interests had dug deeper into domestic society and built a wider network of alliances. They also adapted with striking
                  success to the new scale of popular politics and even to its language.
               

               Behind this reinforcement of empire on the home front lay three great changes. The first was the sheer scale by the 1880s
                  of overseas enterprise and settlement: a mass of overlapping mini-empires of traders, investors, migrants, missionaries, railway
                  companies, shipping companies, mining ventures, banks, botanists and geographers. ‘In every large seaport or manufacturing
                  town in this Kingdom’, pronounced the explorer H. M. Stanley in 1884, ‘an enterprising shipowner or…manufacturer…should know
                  something of geography.’87 New geographical societies in Edinburgh and Manchester were followed by those on Tyneside (1887), Liverpool (1891) and Southampton
                  (1897).88 Britain's huge stake in the foreign trade of the extra-European world made commercial and political conditions from China
                  to Peru the object of anxious scrutiny in a host of industrial districts now dependent on far-flung markets. Lancashire cottons
                  might still be Britain's premier export. But, for a wide range of other industries, commercial geography had gone global. From the Black Country round Birmingham,
                  Walsall exported three-fifths of its manufactures, the greater part to India and the settlement colonies.89 Newcastle exported 30 per cent of its steel, almost all to ‘India and the Colonies’.90 ‘The Colonies and India particularly afford very large markets for the products of the district’, reported the Sheffield
                  chamber of commerce in 1885.91 To businessmen around the country, emigration and railway building were favoured panaceas for the falling off in trade. Capital
                  exports soared after 1880, doubling British foreign investment by 1900 (and quadrupling it by 1913). Migration from Britain also showed a strong upward trend. From 1880 to 1893, the numbers leaving for extra-European destinations never fell below
                  200,000 a year, peaking at 320,000 in 1883. For six of the thirteen years after 1901, it exceeded 300,000 a year, before reaching
                  a new peak of 470,000 on the eve of the First World War.92 There were also many more ‘sojourners’ who spent their working lives abroad as soldiers, officials (in the new tropical dependencies),
                  policemen, doctors, teachers, forestry experts, engineers and businessmen. Railway and steamship lines recruited their technical
                  and managerial staff in Britain. The British India Steam Navigation Company alone employed 800 ‘Europeans’ (i.e. British)
                  – almost as many as the Indian Civil Service. Schools, universities and newspapers in India and the white dominions looked
                  to Britain for professional expertise. In 1899, there were more than 10,000 British missionaries around the world.93 By the end of the century, a career overseas, punctuated by home leave and ending in retirement at Cheltenham, Bournemouth,
                  Bedford or other spots favoured by climate or schooling, had become a familiar pattern in middle-class life. Just as serial
                  migration, punctuated by returns, was a feature of many working-class communities from Scotland to Cornwall.94

               The volume of trade, migration and investment flowing overseas was symptomatic of the increasing integration of the domestic
                  and international economy. It pointed to the growing attraction that its settler and colonial possessions exerted on the sea-power
                  of the Old World. That had long been true of the United States. Indeed, much informed opinion by the 1880s was convinced that
                  an introverted, militarised and dynastic Europe would be eclipsed by its dynamic offshoot beyond the Atlantic. In the ‘world
                  of fifty years to come’, wrote the historian J. R. Green in 1880
                  
                  
                  
                     
                        how odd, how ludicrous, will be the spectacle of France and Germany…still growling and snarling over their little Alsace!
                           To me all these Bismarcks and Dizzys and Andrassys are alike anachronisms…whose mighty schemes and mighty armies are being
                           quietly shoved aside by the herdsmen of Colorado and the sheepmasters of New South Wales.95

                     

                  
By the last decade of the century, however, the role of the United States as the great recipient of migrants and capital was
                  rivalled more and more by Britain's settler empire and India. New ‘Americas’ were rising in Canada, Australia and New Zealand.
                  Britain's colonial societies acquired a new scale and sophistication. Their communications improved; they became more open
                  to external influence; their economies were oriented more firmly to international markets. The scope of colonial government
                  expanded. New functions were assumed – in transport, education, public health, conservation and public works. The effect was
                  to reduce the social and cultural distance between the Mother Country and what had once been a string of settler outposts
                  and an oriental garrison state. The points of contact were multiplied. Tastes and lifestyles converged – even in India where
                  family life became more common for the British and a ‘western education’ more common among Indians: between 1881–2 and 1901–2
                  there was a threefold increase in the number of Indians being taught in English at schools and colleges.96 A subtle but decisive shift occurred in British attitudes to the colonies of settlement. For Seeley, Froude and Dilke,97 who commented authoritatively on ‘Greater Britain’, they had become the future sources of strength, an extension of Britain,
                  the basis of a ‘world-state’. Canada, thought Dilke, would support a population as large as that of the United States; Australia
                  a ‘white population which may be counted by hundreds of millions’.98

               Thirdly, after 1880, the channels through which images and information from the colonial and semi-colonial world reached public
                  attention in Britain became wider and deeper. Not surprisingly, the growing mass of external activity and connections required
                  an ever more extensive network of domestic agencies – to mobilise its funds, recruit its personnel, process its information
                  and trumpet its virtues. Settler governments began to compete more actively for capital and emigrants through British newspapers99 and their high commissions in London.100 From the late 1860s, The Times had carried a long monthly article surveying Australian affairs. A vast audience of would-be emigrants, investors, subscribers
                  and recruits (not to mention their friends and relations) had to be addressed through pamphlets, prospectuses, brochures,
                  religious literature and travel books (some deliberately designed like Trollope's to promote emigration). The demand for foreign
                  news went up. A specialised press arose to meet (for example) the needs of ‘Anglo-India’ in Britain.101 A tidal wave of print formed the backwash of empire. In Britain more than anywhere else, the new culture of worldwide mobility
                  coincided with the coming of mass literacy (after the Education Act of 1870) and the appearance (after 1884) of mass politics.
               

               It was in fact no accident that the promoters, lobbies, pressure groups and vested interests of empire and the wider ‘British
                  world’ should have flourished in late-Victorian Britain. Their insistence that Britain's future lay in a deepening engagement
                  with overseas communities, especially with those already bound by political ties to the Mother Country, chimed with some of
                  the strongest social and cultural tendencies of the age. Late-Victorian society was decisively reshaped by the economic revolution
                  in its food supply. From the 1870s onwards, the volume of imported food, grain especially, rose with dramatic speed – by three
                  times between 1872 and 1903.102 Farmers on cheap or ‘free’ land in North America could undercut the agrarian economies of the Old World. Without the burdens
                  of rent, tax and intensive husbandry (necessary on ‘old’ soils), all they needed to compete was cheap bulk transport and an
                  organised commerce. By the 1870s, an extensive rail network and a streamlined market (including a huge ‘futures’ market in
                  Chicago103) brought the output of the American Midwest straight to the consumers of Europe. With their vast Atlantic traffic, accessible
                  ports, dense communications and large population, the British Isles were the obvious market for American food. Here, politics
                  were as critical as economics. It was the decision, unique among Europe's larger states, to preserve free trade and the open
                  economy which threw open the British market to unlimited competition from foreign foodstuffs.
               

               The results were dramatic. As farm prices fell so did rents and wages. As agricultural depression set in through the 1880s,
                  rural communities (especially in the ‘wheat countries’104) shrivelled. The distinctiveness and diversity of rural life began to atrophy. A tide of migration flowed towards the towns
                  and cities. As a more uniformly urban society took shape, it adopted new social and cultural habits. Processing industries for imported food catered for a ‘national’ market,
                  setting the trend towards mass retailing and the use of advertising to mobilise consumers. The falling price of food pushed
                  up the living standards of families in work and created larger disposable incomes for new consumer goods: including ‘exotic’
                  foodstuffs, leisure, sport and ‘cultural products’ like newspapers, books and magazines. The literate urban consumer, with
                  new tastes and interests shaped by marketing and the printed word, was a key figure in the remaking of late-Victorian society.
               

               These changes in society at large were mirrored in the reshaping of the elite. The drastic fall of rents cut away the income
                  of the landed class, or of that portion mainly dependent on agricultural receipts. Wealth and power within the aristocracy
                  shifted towards those whose agrarian incomes were buttressed with earnings from finance, commerce or public employment.105 The titled ‘guinea pig’ became a familiar figure on the boards of companies: by 1896, one-quarter of the peerage held directorships.106 The pressure for inter-marriage with wealthy but non-landed families became more acute. The marriage market, like the food
                  market, was opened up to American imports. New creations in the peerage marked the arrival of a neo-aristocracy for whom landed
                  property was less a source of income and authority than an item of (very) conspicuous consumption and a leisure amenity. The
                  independent ‘country gentlemen’, the traditional ballast of the parliamentary system against its ‘faddists’, placemen and
                  adventurers, shrank in numbers and influence. New lifestyles, new sources of income, new social and geographical horizons,107 and perhaps a new urgency in wealth creation in the speculative nineties were all signs that the upper class was being recreated
                  behind the facade of aristocratic continuity.108 To many contemporaries the outward sign of this change was the galloping expansion of the financial world, the brutal display
                  of new wealth and the pre-eminence of London – that ‘vortex of gigantic forces’ as H. G. Wells called it109 – as the centre of culture, fashion and commerce.
               

               Late-Victorian society was thus far from being dragged willy-nilly behind an alien imperial juggernaut. Imperial-minded interests,
                  lobbies and pressure groups took easy root in a soil well harrowed by the side-effects of international economic change. ‘Empire’
                  was acceptable to a broad swathe of opinion because it appealed both to those alarmed by the stresses in late-Victorian Britain
                  and to those exhilarated by its new possibilities. The stresses were real. Rather than surrender free trade, the ark of their social covenant110 as well as the talisman of national wealth, the late Victorians tolerated the external pressures transmitted inwards by their
                  open economy. They accepted the rising mobility of capital and labour. But there were deep misgivings. Social commentators
                  warned against a ‘rootless’ and ‘volatile’ urban proletariat,111 and sighed with regret for a more stable and ‘rooted’ agrarian age.112 The evidence of urban poverty recorded by observers like Booth and Rowntree suggested that the uneven distribution of wealth
                  was a serious threat to the social fabric. Nervousness about a growing ‘under-class’ was coupled with alarm at the rise of
                  a new asocial plutocracy, fattening on the profits of financial speculation.113 Both raised fears about a decline of civic virtue in an era of incessant change. Both implied the need for a stronger state:
                  to remedy social abuses and hold society together. Indeed, a new state did appear in late-Victorian Britain employing four
                  times as many public servants by 1914 as it had in 1870.114 To all these various concerns, some version of ‘empire’ offered hope: emigration (including child emigration) as a specific
                  against unemployment and urban degradation; a grand imperial monarchy as the focus of popular conservatism and loyalty to
                  established institutions – the object of the million-member Primrose League, which remained ‘vague, amorphous and sentimental
                  in its imperialism’;115 a grander imperial state whose need for strength abroad would be the counterpart of social reform at home; an imperialised
                  civic virtue that would rise above the petty squabbles and shabby compromises of the party system.
               

               Late-Victorian imperialism grew out of this set of interlocking alarms and assumptions. It was bolted together by the recognition
                  that Britain could not escape the process that we might call ‘early globalisation’ – the rapid dismantling of the economic
                  and cultural barriers between Europe and the rest of the world. Contemporary opinion regarded it as irresistible and ‘progressive’,
                  but also risky. Unlike its late-twentieth-century counterpart, late-nineteenth-century globalisation accelerated at a time
                  when colonialism was already entrenched in Afro-Asia and when half a dozen states had the means and the will to carve out
                  new colonial zones in its wake. This ‘globalisation in an imperial setting’ prompted an ambivalent British reaction: enthusiasm
                  for the spread of commerce, ‘civilisation’, religion and (sometimes) settlement; anxiety that a fiercer and fiercer imperial
                  competition would leave Britain worsted or set off a war. The polemical exchanges between self-styled ‘imperialists’ and their more sceptical critics were sharpened by this sense of double jeopardy. Britain could
                  not turn her back on the new international economy. Her commercial life demanded it; her living standard (increasingly) depended
                  on it. But, at the same time, the gross extension of her vital interests in a boisterous world, and the growing dependence
                  on foreign food, foreign trade and foreign income made it harder and harder (or so it seemed) to balance the demands of security
                  and prosperity.
               

               Virtually all shades of opinion agreed, however, that, in whatever form, Britain must choose the Open Sea and not the Closed
                  Door. Autarkic retreat to the Home Islands was not an option. ‘Many men have dreamt that it would be a pleasant thing to close
                  the capital account of empire and to add no further to its responsibilities’, Salisbury told an audience in Bradford in May
                  1895. ‘That is not the condition which fortune or the evolution of the world's course has assigned to the development of our
                  prosperity’.116 Like it or not, Britain's place lay at the centre of the world, a position graphically emphasised on a conventional map.
                  ‘As commerce has grown more world-wide’, remarked Chisholm's Commercial Geography (first published in 1889), ‘as the New World has become more populous and more wealthy, the advantage of situation has come
                  to belong to the British Isles, which are nearly in the middle of the land-surface of the globe’.117 In the Columbian epoch, insisted Halford Mackinder, the foremost geographer of the day, ‘Britain gradually became the central,
                  rather than the terminal, land of the world’.118 Centrality derived from Britain's double openness, towards Europe and towards the ‘ocean highways’; from her having an eastern
                  and a western shore; and from the dual qualities of ‘insularity’ and ‘universality’.119 But most of all it sprang from the part played by sea communications in a global system of economics and politics. ‘The unity
                  of the ocean’, said Mackinder, ‘is the simple physical fact underlying the dominant value of sea-power in the modern globe-wide
                  world.’120 The significance of Britain's geographic position and the logic of naval supremacy were both ‘rediscovered’ in the 1880s
                  and 1890s. Fear of French, Russian and (later) German competition coincided with a great widening of maritime horizons towards
                  East Asia (as a commercial jackpot) and the Pacific (as a sea and cable route). Naval ‘scares’ became a recurrent feature,
                  and rival experts fumed and quarrelled. But there was no mystery about the entrenchment of seapower in the late-Victorian
                  and Edwardian imagination. As the barrier to invasion from Europe, the guarantor of trade routes and food supply and the guardian of possessions and spheres more far-flung
                  than before, the Navy seemed the key to Britain's place and prosperity in the new and uncertain ‘globe-wide world’. ‘It is
                  the Navy’, intoned a Liberal minister in 1894, ‘which delivers us…from the curse of militarism.’121 This was all the more so with the rise of other world-states. ‘In the presence of vast Powers, broad based on the resources
                  of half-continents’, warned Mackinder in 1902, ‘Britain could not again become mistress of the seas. Much depends on the maintenance
                  of a lead won under earlier conditions.’122

               The third element in the late Victorians’ reinvention of empire was a new view of migration. It was no longer regarded simply
                  as the providential evacuation of waste (as in the eighteenth century) nor as the convenient redistribution of labour and
                  consumption recommended by Malthus and Edward Gibbon Wakefield. By the 1880s, emigration was an established social function
                  in the English ‘heartland’ as much as the Celtic periphery.123 Its value was still seen in part as an overflow for unwanted labour and a safety valve for poverty and despair. Emigration
                  had become respectable: an acceptable choice for single women;124 a means of redemption for abandoned children.125 As the reaction against the consequences of industrialisation gathered pace in Britain, it acquired a new virtue. Emigrant
                  communities in the Empire became the healthy alternative to the urban decadence of industrial Britain. This view increasingly
                  coloured attitudes towards the white dominions by the 1890s. It was combined with the hope that the emigrant British would
                  reinforce the solidarity of the settler countries with imperial Britain, an idea whose influence was still strong fifty years
                  later in the report of the Royal Commission on Population.126

               Lastly, the late Victorians accepted, though with much less enthusiasm, that their dependent empire of rule was bound to grow
                  larger and to last indefinitely. To the mid-Victorians, their Indian Raj had been a grand exception, justified by John Stuart
                  Mill as a rescue from chaos. But a powerful strand of radical opinion had never been reconciled to this oriental despotism.
                  That was why the extended occupation of Egypt had been so controversial in the 1880s: it seemed to entrench the Indian mode
                  of empire with all its risks and vices. It threatened to drag Britain into another Raj, and more mutinies, in a little India
                  that was dangerously exposed to foreign interference. But, if Egypt occasioned much liberal unease, it also became the battering
                  ram against liberal arguments. A series of powerful imperialist tracts, of which the most influential was Milner's England in Egypt (1892), insisted that Egypt was too anarchic to be left to itself. To do so would be to invite international crisis and threaten
                  British interests. Cromer's regime as consul-general in the ‘veiled protectorate’ offered proof that financial acumen could
                  calm the diplomatic storm. The old Egyptian hands clinched their argument with a shrewd appeal to liberal prejudices. Their
                  veiled authority, they insisted, was the best trustee of foreign interests, the true guardian of peasant Egypt and the real
                  engine of material progress.
               

               Egypt was the proving ground for arguments originally formulated in post-Mutiny India to justify a Raj based not on consent
                  but on force. To many Liberals, the 1880s were an intellectual watershed.127 The gloomy evidence from India that progress was advanced by authority more than by persuasion128 was driven home still more painfully by what seemed the failure of liberalism in Ireland against religious bigotry and backward-looking
                  sectionalism. In the imperial sphere, this Indo-Irish disillusionment was the solvent of mid-Victorian liberal confidence.
                  It paved the way for the rapprochement between liberalism and the authoritarian tradition of colonial rule brilliantly evoked
                  by Milner. But it was not the only factor at work. The rapidity of global partition after 1880 served notice that under what
                  a later generation would call ‘the strenuous conditions of the modern world’ there was little room for states that had failed
                  the test of ‘social efficiency’.129 These ‘dying nations’ were a danger to themselves, a helpless prey to European predators and a source of friction between
                  the emerging ‘world states’. They could not be left in festering decay. Nor, without affronting the tenets of free trade,
                  could they be allowed to preserve their seclusion, closing off their resources to outside enterprise.130 The real question was not whether some form of external supervision was needed but the terms on which it should be imposed.
                  In the British case, the prominent missionary and humanitarian lobby, the commercial allies of the ‘open economy’ and the
                  powerful administrative elite associated particularly with India created a large potential constituency for a ‘new imperialism’
                  along these lines. Traces of evangelicalism, free trade, Ireland and India were fused in a new doctrine of administrative
                  trusteeship – the ‘imperial idea’ whose clash with opposing democratic ideals imparted, said Mackinder, ‘a singular richness
                  and resource to the modern British nation’.131
These were the overlapping, half-contradictory versions of empire that were by 1900 deeply embedded in Britain's political
                  culture. Each had its stage army of supporters. Each was, at least minimally, compatible with the others. Collectively, they
                  represented an overwhelming coalition committed to the British world-system. They explain why ‘empire’ was so protean a concept
                  in late-Victorian Britain, and why the meaning of ‘imperialism’ was so elusive. But the diversity of interests, opinions and
                  language mobilised behind ‘empire’ also explains why no single imperial ideology emerged and why the politics of empire in
                  Britain often appeared more divisive than it really was.
               

            

            Towards 1900

            
               ‘I quite agree with you’, wrote Lord Milner to Cecil Rhodes in August 1898, ‘that there is an enormous change in British opinion
                  with regard to schemes…involving risk and expenditure in Imperial expansion, during the last few years. Things have been going
                  very fast indeed – in the right direction.’132 Milner was writing on the eve of the conquest of the Sudan, at the height of Chamberlain's aggressive partition diplomacy
                  in West Africa, and with his own struggle with Kruger very much in mind. The ‘forward policy’, reviled by the Gladstonians
                  in 1880, had become habitual. The British system, hitherto content to leave its interests in large areas of the world under
                  loose, if not negligible, supervision, had become formalised. With the coming of world politics, the British had played a
                  central role in the partition of the globe. They had taken the largest slice of the territorial share-out – and were soon
                  to have more.
               

               This great expansion had not occurred because British leaders subscribed to new theories of economic imperialism nor because
                  they thought that their electorate would be appeased by circuses abroad. Nor had it arisen, for the most part, from any deep-laid
                  strategic design. It cannot be explained merely as a defensive reaction against the proactive imperialism of rival powers.
                  But it was not random. The pattern of annexation and occupation closely reflected the distribution of existing commercial
                  and strategic interests. The crucial variables that determined the scale of British intervention were usually the leverage
                  those interests could exert at home, the agency they could command ‘on the spot’, and the diplomatic risk involved in the
                  assertion of a territorial claim. With so many springboards of expansion around the world in place before 1880, it was hardly surprising that the late
                  Victorians should have responded to the new geopolitics with an octopus-like ubiquity.
               

               Yet even this can hardly explain the relative ease with which the British had piled up territorial gains in Afro-Asia by 1899.
                  Here, paradoxically, they had benefited from the very circumstance that had seemed to threaten their older, looser world system.
                  The imperialism of their European rivals may have been eager, but it was not single-minded. The continental great powers regarded
                  the balance of power in Europe, and the status quo it guaranteed, as the magnetic pole of their diplomacy. Their outlook was conservative. None of them was prepared to risk
                  its security or status in Europe for the sake of a foreign adventure. France had shrunk from confrontation over Egypt in 1884 (mistrusting German support) and accepted humiliation over Fashoda in 1898.
                  Russian policy towards Turkey, Persia and China was far more cautious than British alarmists allowed. Germany dreaded the realignment implicit in an Anglo-French entente: Germany was happy to see the British in Cairo, noted the Belgian
                  Foreign Office in 1898, because it drove a wedge between Britain and France.133 Revealingly, no two European powers went to war over a colonial issue between 1880 and 1914. For similar reasons, the continental powers found it difficult
                  to combine against the ubiquitous British despite widespread European resentment against them. Where partition had been stalled
                  by great power disagreements, the unexpected tenacity of the intended victim, or the intervention of a third party (Japan's
                  role in East Asia), Britain's strategic (in the Middle East) and commercial (in China) interests had been the principal beneficiary.
               

               Even where partition had been imposed, in Africa, Southeast Asia and the Pacific, its impact upon the British system had been
                  much less severe than the Gladstonians had feared. Egypt had been a huge strategic burden. But the conquest and rule of tropical
                  Africa had been astonishingly cheap. For all the colonial powers in Africa, an agreed partition was the means to ending local
                  rivalry, and reducing the military and administrative costs of faraway colonialism to the minimum. The settling of claims
                  allowed their paper empires to be lightly governed and lightly guarded: internal ‘pacification’ of the indigenous, not external,
                  defence against each other, was the prime expense. The British, whose acquisitions weighed most heavily (in population if
                  not acreage), gained most from this consensual colonialism. Thus far it had allowed them to absorb a vast new territorial empire without suffering
                  any drastic imbalance in their world-system or risking its stability. Between the 1880s and the century's end that system
                  turned out to be more resilient than contemporaries had sometimes feared and more successful than historians have usually
                  allowed. By design and good fortune, but often by virtue of their prior claims on the spot, the British had been able to shield
                  their most valuable interests against the effects of geopolitical change. They had also been able (as we will see in the next
                  chapter) to turn the new world economy to their commercial advantage. But none of this would have been possible without a
                  comparable process of change in Britain itself.
               

               The real imperial issue in late-Victorian politics was thus not whether empire was desirable, nor even whether it should be
                  defended. On both questions, a broad consensus emerged. Where opinion, and sometimes parties, divided was over how these objects
                  should be secured and, more to the point, what extra burdens (if any) should be loaded onto Britain. What claims should the
                  enterprise of building and entrenching a British world-system be allowed to make upon a complex industrial society with its
                  own domestic priorities, its social and cultural divisions, and its liberal tradition? As we have seen, much of the intensity
                  with which imperial questions were debated by the political elite after 1880 arose from its anxiety about the remaking of
                  the political kingdom in the British Isles. The new mass electorate (after 1884), the revival of the Irish Question and the
                  new ‘social politics’ of the ‘great depression’ together transformed the political landscape. Viewing their overseas commitments
                  through the prism of rising domestic uncertainty, it was inevitable that ministers and officials should often dislike the
                  expansionist moves into which they were forced by outside pressures or the logic of partition diplomacy.
               

               In fact the political mood had proved surprisingly benign. After the Third Reform Act, which doubled the United Kingdom electorate
                  and enfranchised some 60 per cent of adult males over twenty-one,134 the radical impetus so widely anticipated seemed to wither away. The political Armageddon for which Salisbury had planned
                  did not materialise. As Prime Minister for much of the period between 1886 and 1902 (there was Liberal ministry in 1892–5),
                  Salisbury had envisaged a Fabian defence of the Union, empire and aristocracy. Instead, the more conservative mood in Mainland
                  Britain was sharpened by sectarian feeling in areas like South Lancashire where Catholic Irish immigration had been heavy. The shift towards single member seats
                  in the Third Reform Act allowed the Conservatives to capitalize on ‘Villa Toryism’: the middle and lower middle class suburban
                  property-owners on whose fears the party played skilfully.135 The fall of Parnell and his death in 1891 seemed to take much of the steam out of the Irish nationalist challenge, so that
                  defending the Union came to seem practicable as well as necessary: the ideal combination from Salisbury's point of view. The
                  mood of social crisis declined. Strong public finances underwrote heavier spending on defence. The Liberal cabinet of 1892–5
                  agreed to spend more on the Navy (a decision that led to Gladstone's retirement), stand firm in Egypt and annex Uganda. When
                  Salisbury returned to power in 1895 after the Liberal interlude, a new political era opened up. The Unionist coalition, with
                  over four hundred seats, overawed its divided Liberal opponents. The Union was safe (for the moment). Salisbury could pursue
                  his cautious diplomacy of imperial coexistence and risk the small wars and confrontations that rose in the Sudan, West Africa,
                  Siam and Venezuela with domestic equanimity. Here at last was the climate in which imperial enterprise might hope for a fair
                  wind from opinion at home. Now was the moment to reconstruct British politics and erase the obsolete conflict between domestic
                  reform and imperial defence. This was the aim behind Rosebery's efforts to rebuild Liberalism after Gladstone.136 It was the target of Chamberlain's cautious moves towards protection and imperial federation after he had entered Salisbury's
                  cabinet in 1895. Indeed, to some of Chamberlain's more ardent supporters, the time was ripe to push aside the ‘old gang’ –
                  the timid aristocratic leadership of Unionism – in favour of a dynamic chief who would grasp the challenge of mass politics
                  in the coming age of competing ‘world-states’.
               

               But before the South African War it was hard to proclaim that the British position was in imminent danger. The British had
                  been the great beneficiaries of the imperialism of coexistence to which the great powers subscribed tacitly. In the aftermath
                  of Fashoda, the French and Russian foreign ministers pondered gloomily how British assertiveness in the colonial sphere could be restrained.137 Far from falling apart, the British world-system was being drawn together more closely. Britain's imperial functions – as
                  strategic guardian, colonial ruler, demographic reservoir, market-place, merchant and lender – were more deeply engrained
                  in public attitudes, social behaviour and economic choice: the latter was evident in the rising volume of foreign investment and company formation. The settler countries had become
                  larger and more important markets for British goods and capital. Through migration, trade and the exchange of ideas, they
                  made closer links with Britain, the metropole of their culture as well as their commerce. In India, the rapid growth of an
                  export economy made the Raj a better market for British goods and a huge commercial debtor whose earnings elsewhere in the
                  world, when remitted to London, plugged a vital gap in Britain's balance of payments. In trade, currency and military organisation,
                  India was being adapted step by step to an imperial role, a future envisaged (if with different emphases) by both civilian
                  rulers and Congress nationalists.138 In the commercial empire, where British property and investment was not protected by sovereignty, the scales were being tipped
                  more heavily against autarky or default. The widening use of gold as the standard of currency value reinforced the trade-promoting
                  effects of the multilateral payments system pivoted on London. The management of overseas assets – once fraught with numerous
                  perils – became safer and more straightforward in the age of swift telegraphic connections. The City could control its commercial
                  empire with a speed and precision undreamt of by its mid-Victorian financiers.
               

               Thus in an age conventionally seen as the zenith of predatory imperialisms, the British seem well placed to prosper. The Diamond
                  Jubilee of 1897 expressed patriotic self-confidence. The Spithead review of the Fleet seemed proof that it was justified.
                  But, there was, nonetheless, an undertow of anxiety. Global competition brought an endless round of commitments and confrontations
                  whose risk and scale were hard to measure. Britain was a power without allies, and often without friends. A ‘scrimmage at
                  a border station’ might unleash a war and threaten invasion. The danger of arrogance and complacency in the Jubilee year was
                  the theme of Kipling's ‘Recessional’, published in The Times. Unless it paid heed, Britain would follow past empires into collapse and oblivion:
                  
                  
                     
                        Far-called our navies melt away;

                        On dune and headland sinks the fire:

                        Lo, all our pomp of yesterday

                        Is one with Nineveh and Tyre!

                        Judge of the Nations, spare us yet,

                        Lest we forget – lest we forget.

                     

                  

               
The urgency of modernising – and unifying – the Empire to meet the challenge of other ‘world-states’ was obvious to Chamberlain
                  and his followers. ‘The tendency of the time’, cried Chamberlain, ‘is to throw all power into the hands of the greater empires,
                  and the minor kingdoms – those which are non-progressive – seemed to be destined to fall into a secondary and subordinate
                  place.’139 The folly of vacillation or appeasement was the cry of those who denounced any compromise on British claims in China or the
                  Middle East. To the self-proclaimed ‘imperialists’ the climax of the struggle was near. The world would soon be made anew
                  and on lines very different from the old order of cosmopolitan free trade and an open maritime frontier. In the age of world
                  states, politics, economies and society would have to be organised on an imperial scale and for imperial purposes. The deeper
                  thinkers suspected that even sea supremacy was not enough to guarantee the survival of the British system.
               

               The outbreak of the South African War in October 1899 thus served to catalyse a variety of hopes and fears in Britain whose
                  political fall-out lasted for much of the following decade. But the most immediate effect of the war was geostrategic. For
                  a decade or more, Salisbury and his Liberal shadow Lord Rosebery had perfected a diplomacy of opportunism. But British success
                  had rested upon the skilful evasion of any large or lasting conflict that would soak up their limited manpower. In South Africa,
                  however, Salisbury stumbled into a war that quickly became more than a colonial expedition. The European chancelleries rubbed
                  their hands with glee. At last, perhaps, the British system could be brought to heel and a European price extracted for its
                  global claims. In a world that was all but partitioned, where the undivided zones of East Asia and the Near East were cockpits
                  of Great Power rivalry, and where the naval and military strength of the contending ‘world states’ seemed more finely balanced
                  than ever, a new era of world politics was about to begin.
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