MODULE 6:

EMPIRE AND COLONIALISM

Pre-Modern Empires

When we think of ‘empire’ it is all too easy to forget that the great European empires of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were by no means the first. Empire was an important feature of pre-modern times as well: not just the Roman Empire but the Mughal, Mongol, Inca, Aztec and Mayan Empires, to list but a few. What empire meant, however, what the logic was that led to the formation of empires, and indeed to their disintegration or dissolution, was quite different. We start this section by briefly reviewing two examples of pre-modern empire and then discussing their logics.

The Roman Empire: The Roman Empire was immense. Starting from a small geographic area around the modern city of Rome, it expanded through military conquest to include all the land around the Mediterranean, making it a Roman lake, the Iberian peninsula, the

lands from the Bay of Biscay to the Rhine and much of Britain (see Figure 6.1). Economically the Roman Empire was based on slavery. It was a very urban civilization, one that is celebrated in museums, and including amenities such as heated baths that were to disappear with the Dark Ages. But that urban civilization depended on the countryside and the production of wheat, wine, olive oil on large estates worked, for the most part, by slaves.

It was the reliance on slavery, however, that committed the Romans to empire. On the one hand, as Perry Anderson has made clear (From Antiquity to Feudalism) slavery retarded the development of the technologies of production. Slavery resulted in the stigmatization of manual work, and hence in that involvement in labor processes from which all major technical breakthroughs ultimately stem. Indeed, compared to the Roman world feudalism – which we tend to regard as relatively stagnant – was dynamic in technical terms. 

On the other hand, populations of slave workers on the latifundia of the wealthy Roman landowning class, did not reproduce themselves. Slave owners weren’t interested in the 

Figure 6.1 The Roman Empire at its maximum extent (AD 116)

maintenance of slave offspring and the sex ratio of slaves was very preponderantly biased towards males as female slaves were generally unprofitable. This meant that replenishing the supply of slaves had to be through the taking of prisoners of war: which, in combination with the inability to economize on the labor of slaves that resulted from technical inertia, committed Rome to a policy of expansion. As Perry Anderson has written:
“The typical path of expansion in Antiquity
 … was, thus, always a ‘lateral’ one – geographical conquest – not economic advance. Classical civilization was, in consequence, inherently colonial in character … Military power was more closely locked  to economic growth than perhaps in any other mode of production, before or since, because the main single origin of slave labor was normally captured prisoners of war, while the raising of free urban troops for war depended on the maintenance of production at home by slaves; battlefields provided the manpower for corn fields and vice versa, captive laborers permitted the creation of citizen armies” (p.28).

Finally, note that the urban and the rural were connected through markets. The products of slave labor on the big estates entered into market exchange in the cities. Slaves were likewise commodities.

The Inca Empire: The Inca Empire originated in the expansion and incorporation of neighbors by the Quechua people of Cuzco in what is now Peru. It eventually controlled upward of one-third of the land surface of Latin America; in other words, it covered a very large area indeed. The basic local unit of society was the ayllu: an endogamous nucleus of kinship groups who possessed land collectively. Grazing was in common and land was parceled out to families in proportion to their size.
 The intermediary between the ayllu and the Inca state was the curaca. The curaca was responsible for ensuring the delivery of tribute in the form of food or clothing they had manufactured, and the provision of labor service in the construction of public works. Part of the food tribute was stored in centrally located warehouses to be dispensed during periods of shortage. Markets were not developed in the way in which they were in the Roman Empire.

Discussion: In the Inca Empire we have a pattern of local, self-sufficient, communities, connected to the state through the provision of tribute, intermediated by the state’s local representatives. The latter also ensured the maintenance of the public works – including highways and bridges – that kept the empire together. This is a very common pattern in 



Figure 6.2: The Inca Empire

pre-modern empires, though in some cases the state might use some of the products provided as tribute to trade with other empires for things desired by the elite: gold and silver, perhaps, or other luxury goods. There was trade of this sort, for example, between the Aztec Empire in what is now Mexico, and its neighbors on the Caribbean coast. The Roman Empire is different in the sense that it relied on slave labor and the sale of the commodities produced on the estates. But while different, there are important similarities.

The first is the technically undynamic nature of the societies. There was no incentive to develop new technologies through which production could be increased without an increase in the number of people working. For sure, there would be some change. Even without the sort of compulsion towards the development of productivity that we associate with capitalism, some improvements in technique would be discovered accidentally; i.e., not because those engaged in the labor process or studying it were purposely looking for ways of squeezing out more production from the same amount of labor or the same production with less. Once the discoveries were made, they would be incorporated into the labor process, simply because they eased the burden of labor or allowed increased production for the same amount of effort. But emphatically, and unlike contemporary capitalist societies, technical development under these conditions would be very, very slow indeed. 

This meant, and this is the second point, that the only way a ruling class could expand its revenues in the form of tribute was by expanding the land and the people under its control. More land and more workers attached to the land – as in feudal times – meant more tribute, more to trade for gold, silver and luxury adornment and for the construction of elaborate palaces and structures to honor or appease the gods. This was the logic that drove forward the process of territorial expansion and the establishment of networks of local representatives through which the tribute could be funneled to the imperial state.

The Roman Empire was different in that it relied on the production of commodities with slave labor. But again, we have seen that it was technically quite backward and showed little impulse to the development of productivity, though in large part, in that case, because of its reliance on slave labor and the subsequent denigration of manual work. The expansionary logic in that case came from the need to replenish the supplies of slave labor with prisoners of war seized in the course of territorial expansion. Once territorial expansion was brought to a halt, and the supplies of slaves diminished, then the Roman Empire started to decay.

We should also note something about the essential differences in pre-modern empires. Unlike their modern counterparts, counterposing an imperial people to colonized peoples, the distinction in the Mughal, Inca, Monghol was between the state on the one hand and the masses on the other. Accordingly there were no racial distinctions to justify the subordination of one territorially defined people by another (territorially defined) people. The Romans might refer to those beyond the imperial borders as ‘barbarians’ but barbarism was purely a matter of customs and not one of race.

Modern Empires

The Logic of Empire: The necessary – but not sufficient – condition for modern empire has been capitalist development. We saw in Modules One and Three the insistently expansionary nature of capitalism. Profits accumulate and are put back into production creating more profit which yields even more production, and so on. Needs for markets and raw-materials increase and firms compete with each other to secure them. The way in which the development of transportation partakes of a capitalist logic, moreover, guarantees that one of the possible outlets for production, one of the possible sources for raw-materials, will be ‘elsewhere’. As competition exercises its pressures on those firms specializing in transportation so that they develop cheaper and / or faster means of conveyance, so more distant markets / sources of raw-materials and other commodities can be tapped.

To some degree, of course, this is likely to occur, sooner or later, across the boundaries separating one emergent capitalist state from another. But there was no reason why the process should stop there. Indeed, from the earliest times at which the impulse to trade over longer and longer distances emerges in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries one finds contact being made beyond the initial heartland of capitalism in Western Europe with non-European peoples in Africa, North and South America, South Asia, and so on. Indeed the initial vehicle was the chartered company which established posts for trading with native peoples: for furs in Canada, for fish in Newfoundland, for slaves on the West Coast of Africa and in India and the East Indies for spices and muslins. In some cases this might be accompanied by settlement, though initially this might be associated as much with (e.g.) the desire to escape religious persecution as with the capitalist exploitation of new sources of raw-materials – English sugar planters in the Caribbean, for example – for the imperial metropole or markets for firms based there.

Capitalist development is a necessary, but not, however, a sufficient condition for empire in its modern form. This is because the logic of geographical expansion built into the production of commodities with commodities does not necessarily entail territorial expansion: the carving out of colonies, the dispossession of native peoples in the name of the crown, the annexation of land to existing colonies, or as in the US, the expansion of a state at the expense of indigenous peoples. In some cases the record is quite plain: merchants, mining companies, settlers, all wanted it. For various reasons, typically having to do with the social and physical infrastructure of parts of the world dominated by pre-modern social forms, they found the extension of the political control of a ‘mother’ country, whether it be Britain, France, the Netherlands, Germany, the US (Figure 6.3), Russia or whatever, desirable. 

More specifically their concerns could take several different forms:

i. The extension of civil order. The extension of trade required the pacification of areas riven by inter-tribal conflict, and the protection of European merchants and settlers threatened by indigenous elements. Along with the deployment of physical force came the need to establish and enforce a body of civil and criminal law to adjudicate conflicts not just between the indigenous elements of the population but also the expatriate ones as they struggled one with another to establish various forms of commercial supremacy.

ii. The creation of a physical infrastructure appropriate to capitalist development: railroads, dock facilities, the telegraph, sanitation and water systems in emergent cities so as to provide for public health and the like. If commodities are to be moved around, then means of transportation need to be provided. Ox wagons and 



Figure 6.3: The Territorial Expansion of the United States
Source: http://geography.about.com/library/weekly/aa110900a.htm
even human porters might suffice for some things but not for bulk commodities like minerals or even foodstuffs. Likewise a mercantile presence would inevitably result in the growth of new agglomerations of people, particularly at the coast, and this would call for public health measures. In these matters modern states typically play a predominant role, for even if the railroads are privately owned, state assistance is important in creating rights of way.

iii. The creation of a wage labor force: The discovery of minerals, like gold in South Africa or copper in Northern Rhodesia
, the establishment of commercial farming under European auspices, created a dilemma: who was going to work on the plantations, the European farms, or in the mines? The problem was one of creating a wage labor force in the context of a dominantly subsistence society in which the immediate producers enjoyed rights of possession in the land. How, therefore, to create a labor market since why, if you could produce your own food 

and other necessities, like shelter and clothing, would you want to work in a mine or on a plantation for a wage? Colonial governments were, once again, very important in this process. By expropriating the land of the indigenous population, or at least large fractions of it, and confining them for subsistence purposes to native reserves of limited extent, they would be forced to seek work for a wage for at least part of the time. This was a common strategy in much of Africa, including Algeria, Kenya, Rhodesia and South Africa. Alternatively, or perhaps in addition, the native population could be ‘persuaded’ to add his or her labor to the ‘supply’ through taxation policies: all natives would henceforth be liable to the payment of a tax payable only in the money form. One way of obtaining the money, of course, would be through working for a wage in the mines, in the construction of railroads and on plantations.

iv. Creating a ‘safety valve’: One of the reasons that colonies were at least argued to be valuable to the European countries was that they could provide a ‘safety valve’. What was at issue was clearly stated by Cecil Rhodes:

“I was in the East End of London yesterday and attended a meeting of the unemployed. I listened to the wild speeches which were just a cry for ‘bread’, ‘bread’ and on my way home I pondered over the scene and I became more than ever convinced of the importance of imperialism … My cherished idea is a solution for the social problem, i.e., in order to save the 40,000,000 inhabitants of the United Kingdom from a bloody civil war, we colonial statesmen must acquire new lands to settle the surplus population, provide new markets for the goods produced by them in the factories and mines. The Empire, as I have always said, is a bread and butter question. If you want to avoid civil war, you must become imperialists.”

This was also a theme in the United States. A prime force in arguing this point was the historian Frederick Jackson Turner. For Turner the expanding Western frontier had been a prime condition for American democracy. This was because of its ‘safety valve’ function. By providing cheap land for settlers it meant that labor markets in the eastern part of the US would inevitably be tight. This would keep down unemployment, force wages up and so result in a happy working class that would not challenge a democratic system. With the closing of the frontier Jackson Turner saw problems ahead, which is why he argued for a different expansionism – that of trade.

In this regard the work of the great American geographer Isaiah Bowman is of particular interest. After the First World War Bowman wrote a book entitled The New World. His intent was to instruct the US government in the importance of foreign policy to the country. This in turn was a result of what he regarded as new, pressing concerns resulting from the filling up of the American frontier. To quote him at length:

“The West (of the US) will no longer furnish an outlet for eastern population, except indirectly by reason of the increased economic demands it makes upon the East and particularly upon its industries. Eastern social and industrial problems cannot be solved in the historical manner by a flow of population to another region. They will have to be met in the fields of their origin. We conclude that the creative energy, initiative, enterprise, and spirit that have led to the occupation of the land of the United States must now be expended upon a new group of problems which result from denser populations that have no outlet upon cheap land (i.e. the cheap land of the West – krc) … We must come at last to more intensive work upon the land and a lower standard of living, unless we develop our foreign markets in competition with European nations long in the field and expert in the use of cheap native labor and the production of crops in every zone” (p. 690-91).
But he added, “The American habit of thought in relation to international things is not imperialistic; it is commercial and it seeks above all commercial equality.” As we will see, though, this does not mean that the relation with the less developed world cannot still be an exploitative one.
For all these purposes, therefore – imposing civil order, providing a physical infrastructure and ‘producing’ a labor market, creating the social and physical infrastructures appropriate to a ‘safety valve’ function, the creation of a colonial government was, at least prior to the world that Bowman was considering, an essential step. Once established, moreover, the benefits it yielded to the business interests set on the exploitation of the new markets and raw-material resources intensified. The taxation of the native not only could be used to drive him or her into working for a wage in mines or on plantations; the revenue raised could also be used to construct the colony’s physical infrastructure. This is not to say that taxation had be met by working for a wage. Taxes could be paid out of other revenues. But these too would force the native population into the market nexus by (e.g.) providing an incentive for them to produce cash crops – coffee, tea, peanuts, palm oil, for example – which could then be sold at a considerable markup by mercantile intermediaries in metropolitan markets. As markets expanded, moreover, so there would be new business for metropolitan business interests: banking, property insurance, agricultural processing and the like.

The Missionaries: The merchants followed the explorers; but so too did the missionaries. We should recall here that the countries that did the early running in empire building, Portugal and Spain, were pious Catholic countries. The famous Tordesillas line that divided Latin American down the middle giving Portugal the eastern part – what was to become Brazil – and Spain the western one, was the result of a papal proclamation. From the start – particularly at the start – conversion to Christianity was high on the imperial agenda. Claiming souls was almost as important as claiming the wealth that could be produced by the indigenous inhabitants and by the slaves brought in from Africa.
 They were to become less central to the modernizing venture later on but were never absent and continue to be important down to the present day, even when empire has disappeared. And even in the age of empire they could serve as the shock-troops of modernity outside the colonies. We should recall that there were many missionaries in China, for example, and China was never a colony. Furthermore, where and when empire was the guiding framework for mission activity, there was no necessary relation between the identity of the imperial country and the nationality of the missionaries. British missionaries did not enjoy a monopoly in South Africa, for example, but were joined by German and Norwegian ones, among others.
 They were part, therefore, of the great European expansion that diffused ideas of modernity and that laid the foundations for incorporation into the circuits of commodity exchange and in some cases capitalist development. They benefited from the protection of the colonial authorities and in some cases joined in the clamor of merchants for the extension of colonial rule to certain areas of the world; it is this relation to empire that justifies their inclusion in this Module.

The extension of Christianity around the world was one of the achievements of the missionaries but almost certainly not their most important one. Their major effect was a much broader cultural one. This was a matter of facilitating the subordination of the indigene to imperial rule, even while they were sometimes at odds with the colonial authorities, and to incorporation into a society based on commodity exchange. They typically based themselves at a so-called mission station which would have had land attached to it. There would have been a church or chapel. In addition and importantly there would have been some facilities for schooling. Farming the surrounding land would have been a vehicle for imparting to the indigenes a knowledge of new crops and animals and of European farming technique. 

But while the mission station could serve as a vehicle for facilitating agricultural change, raising the yields of the indigenous to the point at which they could have a surplus to sell and so enter into circuits of commodity exchange there were also important cultural effects with both political and economic implications. The economic ones are easier to grasp. Through their teachings and their example, missionaries created demands for goods that had not existed before. A major example was clothing, particularly in Africa where nakedness had not been the target of moral opprobrium but which shocked the missionaries. As product for the market became important, so too did the watches that the missionaries had introduced to the indigenous inhabitants.
 

Politically, two of the most astute writers about the missionaries, Jean and John Comaroff, have argued that they prepared the way for empire by undermining indigenous cultural self-confidence. This is a remarkable statement and requires some clarification. We can see how this undermining might have proceeded at different levels. Most obviously the technologies that the missionaries would have introduced, not just agricultural but also everyday, like the time-piece, or simply the capacity to read and write, would have given them some elevated status; not God-like but certainly imparting something that must have seemed almost magical to the indigenous peoples and putting their own cultural achievements somewhat in the shade. Literacy, however, would have had more subtle effects. Among other things it would have deepened the wonderment effect by opening up the indigenous mind to the world beyond the locality and the technical marvels that could be observed there; the wonderful things that white people did– and so opening up the indigenous to colonial subordination. Indeed in education the missionaries could be colossally important. In South Africa there was no public education for Africans until its introduction under apartheid in the early ’fifties. Rather, any education that Africans received was in mission schools.

The Problem of Rule: But even with the help of the missionaries, this is not to say that the extension of European rule was unproblematic. European empires were huge but the resources of the metropolitan countries for administering these vast areas and their peoples – particularly manpower in the form of colonial civil servants, police and the military – were very limited. How to rule the native was not a problem easily solved. The strategies hit on were several. Outstanding among them, however, were indirect rule and racist ideology. Authority would be delegated to traditional leaders: tribal chieftains in Africa, maharajas in India, sultans in Malaya. Traditional leaders became in many respects the instruments of the colonial state. They collected taxes, perhaps supervised recruitment of workers for the mines and plantations or for the construction of public works like highways, reported on seditious activity, all in exchange for the retention of some of their traditional authority. This latter included the authority to (e.g.) impose customary law with their peoples and distribute land.

Racist ideology (see Insert 6.1) also contributed to this end of rule since it provided an ideology which many of the colonized peoples came, if not to believe, then certainly to accept. In colonial society they were constantly confronted by messages affirming their own difference from the colonists and the representatives of the imperial power: the fact that their technical accomplishments had been more modest, the fact that they were treated differently, subject to residential segregation and other discriminatory laws. They were treated as inferiors, came to believe it, and lost confidence in their ability to change their situation. The fact that they were deprived of the symbolic means, in particular the education, through which they might understand their situation and reflect on how it might be changed, reinforced their powerlessness. 
Even so, administering the empire was no cheap project and the merits of having colonies were debated from the first. Did the gains in terms of increased trade for metropolitan businesses, cheaper raw-materials for them, outweigh the costs in terms of administration, the provision of railroad and dock services, the laying of submarine cables to tie the empire together, and the like? Of course, the gains were not entirely calculable in monetary terms. Imperialism redounded to national glory and so was a potent weapon in creating a sense of unity among the peoples of respective countries whose unity was being sorely tested by the challenges of class struggle. So even if you were a ground down member of the French or Belgian proletariat, at least you could take consolation from the fact that you were the member of a superior race and that your countrymen lorded it over areas vastly in excess of that of the mother country.
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INSERT 6.1 RUDYARD KIPLING’S ‘THE WHITE MAN’S BURDEN’

These are the first three verses of Kipling’s famous poem. Note the racist imagery: describing indigenous peoples as (e.g.) ‘half-devil and half-child’ and as incapable of other than ‘sloth’ and ‘heathen Folly’. It is, on the other hand, the ‘white man’s burden’ to bring to these people the advantages of civilization.
Take up the White Man's burden--
Send forth the best ye breed--
Go bind your sons to exile
To serve your captives' need;
To wait in heavy harness,
On fluttered folk and wild--
Your new-caught, sullen peoples,
Half-devil and half-child.

Take up the White Man's burden--
In patience to abide,
To veil the threat of terror
And check the show of pride;
By open speech and simple,
An hundred times made plain
To seek another's profit,
And work another's gain.

Take up the White Man's burden--
The savage wars of peace--
Fill full the mouth of Famine
And bid the sickness cease;
And when your goal is nearest
The end for others sought,
Watch sloth and heathen Folly
Bring all your hopes to nought.







 

Nevertheless, the fact that from the metropolitan standpoint the advisability of territorial expansion was often a debatable one is clear. In a number of instances metropolitan governments were confronted with a fait accompli. Colonial administrators expanded borders, ostensibly to eliminate threats to internal security from warring or marauding groups beyond, without the express consent of the imperial government in question. It has been said that the British Empire was formed in a fit of absentmindedness and the way in which some territorial annexations occurred certainly lends some credence to this. In other instances, however, expansion was expressly forbidden by the metropolitan government for fear of the additional expense that would be entailed in policing the new frontier and pacifying areas within it. This, of course, was a major issue between the British government and the American colonies, with the latter pressing for further expansion to the West.  

The merits of formal empire were clearest in the earlier stages of imperial endeavor prior to the American revolution of 1776. This is because during that period empire was harnessed to the economic goals of mercantilism. Without political control – as of the American colonies or those in Canada or the Caribbean – that would have been impossible. Mercantilism was the doctrine governing economic policy in the Western European countries during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Wealth was defined in terms of precious metals and the goal of national policy was to maximize national reserves of these, particularly gold. Maximizing exports and minimizing imports – i.e. creating a favorable balance of trade – was seen as the means towards this end. And empire was an important means to creating this favorable balance of trade. Imports from the colonies could be substituted for imports from the rest of the world, so saving on exports of gold to pay for them. Closely associated with this imperial-mercantilist program were the navigation acts passed by various countries. In the British case these mandated that colonial trade be restricted exclusively to British ships – so eliminating payment in gold to the ships of other countries for that service. Likewise, certain products could only be shipped through British ports. Other mercantilist measures included restrictions on imports into the colonies. These had to come from the mother country. 

Mercantilism was inspired by the belief that the world’s resources were finite and countries could only gain at their rivals’ expense. Given the relatively undynamic nature of capitalist development in its infancy that must have made a sort of sense. The relationship between wages and profits, for example, tended to be seen as ‘zero-sum’: increase one and you would decrease the other. Technology was slow to develop and so, therefore, was the productivity of workers. In order to increase profits employers had to resort to tactics like increasing the length of the workday (without a commensurate increase in the wage) or paying workers by the piece, with the piece rate set so as to encourage speedier work. But towards the end of the eighteenth century a change in the dominant view was apparent. It was most classically signaled by Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, published in 1776, in which he proclaimed, among other things, the role of the division of labor in increasing wealth. But in order for the division of labor to do its trick in this way, he argued, mercantilism, with its restrictions, among other things, on who could trade with whom, had to be consigned to history’s dustbin. As always, however, thought simply reflected, justified, what was happening in terms of material practice; on the ground, that is. The industrial revolution was getting underway, production was rapidly increasing as a result of new technologies and the more intense division of labor that came with them, and firms were looking for new markets, new sources of raw-materials that could not be contained within existing imperial boundaries. Free trade was in the air, to be given its final rationale by the economist Ricardo in the first half of the nineteenth century with his doctrine of comparative advantage: how wealth would be maximized if countries specialized in those lines in which they had a comparative – not an absolute, necessarily – cost advantage.
 But again, imperial boundaries would only interfere with that freedom of movement on which realizing the gains from comparative advantage was predicated. 

It is no accident, however, that both Smith and Ricardo were British. It was easy for Britain to preach the virtues of free trade since the advance of British industry, the huge technological advantage that it built up in the first half of the nineteenth century, ensured that dismantling barriers to trade between Britain, its empire and the rest of the world would not hurt British industry: its costs of production gave it a huge advantage over any competitor. One can make sense of the American embrace of free trade that came later, after World War Two: the US could produce most manufactured goods and many agricultural ones far more cheaply than its global competitors.
Yet even if the benefits of empire were debatable, the British seemed to benefit more than others from the fact of empire and post-imperial connections. Table 6.1 shows that its empire, including former colonies like Canada and Australia, was far more important for British trade than was the case for France and Germany. Table 6.2 indicates the same thing for the case of foreign investment. The latter should not be surprising given that a lot of the trade with the colonies and post-colonies would have been a result of British investment there: investment in mining, plantations, infrastructure to get the products out and so on. Partly this reflects the fact that the British Empire was so extensive; the German Empire was particularly small. So simply on the basis of chance, one would have expected Great Britain to have enjoyed more substantial trading links with its colonies 
Table 6.1: Empire and Trade 1910

	
	Exports to Empire as

% of all Exports, 1910
	Imports from Empire as

% of all Imports, 1910

	Great Britain
	22%
	34%

	France 
	12%
	16%

	Germany
	3%
	2%


Source: Bénichi, Histoire de la mondialisation.
Table 6.2: Empire and Overseas 

Investment

	
	Percent of all Foreign

Investments going

to the Empire, 1914

	Great Britain
	47.3%

	France
	8.8%

	Germany
	1.0%


Source: Bénichi, Histoire de la mondialisation.
and post-colonies than in the two other instances. Even so, and as Table 6.3 shows, British reliance as something that tended to increase over the course of time. In the period 1955-59 a massive 44% of all British exports went to the colonies and post-colonies and an even huger 60% of all British foreign investment was found there. The figures for 1970 show a big change, however: largely a result of the reorientation of British trade and investment subsequent to the country joining the European Union. 

Table 6.3: Reliance of the United Kingdom on its Empire and Commonwealth (% of all exports and foreign investment going to, and  % all imports coming from, the Empire and the Dominions (Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa)
	
	1860-1870
	1881-1890
	1911-1913
	1933-1935
	1955-1959
	1970

	Exports
	32
	34
	36
	43
	44
	25

	Imports
	23
	22
	24
	35
	37
	27

	Foreign Investment
	36
	47
	46
	59*
	60
	56


* 1927-29

Source: Michael Barratt-Brown, The Economics of Imperialism, pp.190-191.

The Dissolution of Empire: Formal empire contained the seeds of its own dissolution. This is so whether we are talking about the earlier instances of formal empire – the Spanish and Portuguese Empires in Latin America, the British Empire in the American colonies or the later ones that flourished in the latter part of the nineteenth century. It is not difficult to see why that was. For on the one hand, the colony was there to realize the interests of the mother country or, more accurately, of those in the mother country who had the power to say what that interest should be. The interests of the residents of the colony, either indigenous or settler, were entirely secondary. This was true in the age of mercantilism as it was to be when the old restrictions on trade were lifted.

On the other hand, the introduction of commodity production, of labor markets – admittedly on a limited scale in many instances – would inevitably lead to the development of interests within the colony antagonistic to those of the mother country or of the companies and corporations that had managed to define that interest to be consistent with their own. The lines of tension were numerous:

Alongside traders from the mother country there would emerge more indigenous businesses; for these the restrictions imposed, whether in the form of trade or of taxation without representation, would be seen as limits to their own business expansion. Even with a regime of free trade there were problems. For how could industrialization occur in the colony if it lacked the power to restrict cheap imports from outside?

In other cases the metropole/colony tension would overlap with a capital/ labor tension. As the colonial working class developed, either as a result of immigration from Europe or as a result of the conversion of native subsistence farmers into wage workers, so the objects of their antagonism – the colonial railroads, the big mines, perhaps the plantations – would be identified as imperial, and the imperial would begin to be defined as an obstacle to improving their standard of living: if only they had their own government to take control of the railroads and operate them in the interests of the local people!

Colonial governments also hired locals. The higher echelon of the civil service would be people sent out from Brussels, London, The Hague or Paris. The remainder would consist variously of people drawn from the settler population, if there was one, and also from the indigenous population. Always there would be a stratification of the civil service with clear barriers to movement upwards. Those sent out from the imperial capitals would occupy positions reserved for them and not available to those from within the colony. Likewise in settler colonies, some sort of color bar would operate restricting the indigenous population to the lower echelons: policeman, therefore, but not a local chief of police; teacher but not head of the local Department of Education, and so on.

Where settlers were present but a minority, as in cases like Algeria, Kenya, Rhodesia, their interests would take precedence over that of the indigenous population. They would be the imperial power’s local allies, along with the chiefs in the native reserves. They would be the beneficiaries of the colonial government’s expropriation of native land; they would be favored in terms of agricultural subsidies; the railroads would be aligned to provide them with enhanced market access; and indigenous people would be pressed, sometimes forcibly, as in Angola, to work on their estates. The competition between settler farmers and indigenous peasant elements would inevitably be rigged in favor of the former. While the broad mass of those expropriated would also see the settler as the problem, in cases like this it was the colonial government that was seen as the ultimate problem for without it the settlers would have their privileges stripped away. Or so it might have seemed.

For in some cases – Algeria and Southern Rhodesia in particular – the settlers put up a huge struggle to have independence on their terms: i.e., a continuation of racial hegemony, the rule of the many by, and in favor of, the few, and typically along racial lines. These struggles, moreover, exposed the difference of interest not simply between the imperial power and the indigenous population but also between it and the settlers. For once the independence movements got underway and troops had to be committed, so the bills would mount and the colony would be seen as more of a problem than as a solution. All that stood in the way of granting independence would be the settlers. 

One way of looking at decolonization is in terms of the creation of the global polity which we reviewed in Module Four. Colonial government was the way in which  modern forms of state were exported around the world into pre-modern environments like those of India and Africa. In turn these forms of state acted as a means of opening up those environments to commodity production and the forging of links with the rest of the world as local resources were exploited and afforded the possibility of some distinctive niche in a global division of labor: copper from Chile, wheat from Argentina, gold from South Africa, chilled mutton from New Zealand, wool from Australia, copper from the Belgian Congo, cheap wine from Algeria and so on. In some cases corporations and settlers from the ‘mother country’ would be part and parcel of the opening up of the colony to commodity production.

Yet the installation of commodity production inevitably opened up rifts – between multinational and an embryonic local working class; between the imperial policy of free trade and an emergent local capitalist class that wanted to pursue a policy of industrialization but which was inhibited by the low prices of manufactured imports; between settlers and the indigenous population. To these antagonisms might be added ones within the colonial government itself: resentments over promotions and glass ceilings. And it goes without saying that all these antagonisms could be further galvanized by the racial divide that often existed between the colony’s population and that of the mother country.

Creating a coalition of forces around independence with a program of governing for themselves rather than for a power whose interests did not coincide with theirs would, in the circumstances, not be that difficult. On top of that differences in historical experience that united many in the colony – experiences not least at the hands of the imperial power but also ones stemming from differences in local culture that would inevitably arise as a result of isolation and separation from the metropole – could be mobilized in constructing a sense of difference: a nascent national identity around which to rally the locals.

Empire – Formal or Informal? One of the interesting facets of the challenge of national movements in the colonies is how easily imperial power crumbled. The most aggravated and drawn out struggles – Ireland, Algeria, Kenya, Southern Rhodesia, Israel and South Africa
 tended to be ones where the problem of granting independence was complicated by the presence of a relatively large settler minority. True there were others where the settler-indigenous conflict was much less in evidence – the American revolution and the war in French Indo-China are examples. But on the whole decolonization proceeded in a fairly pacific manner. In some instances – that of the white settler colonies where the settlers were in a majority – Australia, Canada and New Zealand – the affair was entirely amicable, though the devolution of responsibility was lubricated by a strong sense of identity – that Australians were, after all, ‘just Brits with a bad accent.’

This raises the question of just how much was at stake for the imperial powers? Was empire really that worthwhile? For sure, in the big decolonization movement after the Second World War, the European powers, exhausted from that war, did not have the resources, let alone the will, to commit to lengthy struggles against independence movements. But the virtues of formal empire had been raised before in the nineteenth century, particularly in Britain with its huge productivity advantages. Were colonies necessary in order to provide British companies with privileged access to their markets and raw-materials? Certainly, as we saw (Table 6.3), British dependence on its colonial and formerly colonial possessions, even as late as 1960, was very, very considerable indeed. But the qualifier ‘formerly colonial possessions’ is important. British trading and investment connections with Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa had remained strong even after independence. Connections had been built up, investments made, relations of trust forged among respective corporations, that easily survived independence. The same applied to Ireland (independent in 1922) and India, which had received its independence in 1947. This suggested that the same advantages could be secured with respect to different countries – like the successor states of Latin America or those countries not yet subordinated to imperialism like China and Siam
 – without  the expense of creating a formal colonial government. In other words: why formal rather than informal empire?

The idea of informal empire might be a little odd because the term used today is neo-colonialism; but the principle is the same. The essential argument here is that instead of a colonial government operating the economy on behalf of metropolitan interests, an independent government can do precisely the same thing -- indeed, will have an incentive to do the same thing -- under certain circumstances. Consider here the possibilities:

i) In the first place it may be that the state or the particular strata which form its social basis, elect or finance the government, benefit from patterns of trade and investment which, in turn, benefit foreign interests rather than the mass of the population. The investment of multinational corporations in less developed countries may have certain local multiplier effects which are valuable to some indigenous elements: distributorships, legal work, repair services, insurance services, some intermediate processing of products prior to export, trading in imports from overseas. Alternatively they may own the plantations -- coffee, cotton, perhaps -- which form the first stage in a chain proceeding via the major global actors in commodity trade and processing and ending with Western European or North American supermarket chains.  

ii) In the second case, and perhaps alongside the conditions described in the paragraph above, what the local elite gets in exchange for policies friendly to foreign business and the foreign state is the military and financial aid to maintain its grip on a local population, on the exploitation of which it depends for its own wealth. For in many of the more backward areas of the globe there is a chronic land distribution problem which runs in conjunction with highly repressive labor practices. This, for example, has long been the case in Central America where subsequent pressures for reform and political instability have led to US support for the elite, simply to prevent a communist takeover.

This led, and to some degree continues to lead in some instances, to a fairly predictable pattern of neo-colonialist politics: one in which the local elite could rely on a foreign power to protect their interests and those of the foreign investors. Historically this has been the pattern in Central America where the US has played the role of guardian angel to the local landed oligarchies, while they in turn have acted as local policemen for the business interests of the big US corporations. When the local elites have lost power the US has usually come to their aid. 

However, this is by no means to confine neo-colonialist politics to this sort of bilateral relationship involving particular pairs of countries. Nor should we forget that neo-colonialism is part of that broader global politics that we discussed in Module Four, and in which territorial coalitions, typically orchestrated by states and including fractions of both business and labor, do battle with one another: in particular a battle for the more desirable positions in the global division of labor – ones which are more lucrative, environmentally benign, and which are more likely to expand in the near term. Neo-colonial struggles, for example, are fought out within the arenas defined by international organizations like the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund and the United Nations and typically oppose the more developed countries to the less developed. 
The agenda of the former is clear: Maintain their hegemony as the industrial countries, dominating skilled manufacturing in the world; ensure that the markets of so-called ‘developing societies’ remain open to their products and to the investments of their (multi-national corporations). What developing societies want, on the other hand, is access to the markets of the developed world for their manufactured products, and the power to determine economic life within their own boundaries by regulating trade and foreign investment. The position of the more developed countries is thoroughly cynical. So while, for example, they call for the opening up of developing countries to trade from overseas, they themselves shamelessly impose duties on imports from those same countries. Similarly they deny to them the reasonableness of those powers to regulate trade that they themselves used when industrializing; without protection from British products the US and Germany would have found it very difficult to make the major steps forward in industrialization that they did in the latter part of the nineteenth century. On the contrary, from their standpoint the goal of IMF policies and of bargaining in the World Trade Organization should be make third world economies as open to corporations in other countries as it is possible to be. But this condemns them to a situation where they can never industrialize for with cheap foreign products coming in, their infant industries find it hard to survive and grow to the point at which they can compete.

They remain confined, therefore, to the production of raw-materials – minerals, agricultural products, natural fibers, timber, fish – which inevitably consign them to the least desirable positions in the international division of labor. We should be clear on exactly in what senses and why these are the least desirable positions. These division of labor effects seem to fall into two broad categories; those that have to do with the terms of trade and those originating in production networks:

1. Terms of trade: The terms of trade refer to how much of one product exchanges for how much of another. Assume for the sake of illustration a situation in which a developing country, Zambia, exports only copper and it exports it to the United Kingdom. In exchange the United Kingdom exports cars. Let us assume further that one car exchanges for half a ton, or 1,000 lb of copper. Those are the terms of trade between copper and automobiles. Now assume that relative to copper the price of autos goes up so that one car is now worth 1,200 lb of copper. In other words, Zambia now has to produce more copper in order to import one automobile. From Zambia’s standpoint, the terms of trade have deteriorated. This is at the core of the argument that developing societies experience adverse terms of trade because their exports are largely raw-materials and their imports are largely manufactured goods. This relationship is typically explained by appeal to a diversity of arguments.

One argument identifies the income elasticity of demand for the characteristic exports of more developed and developing countries as a crucial consideration.
 As productivity increases in more developed countries, so incomes can increase. As they do so, the demand for manufactured goods increases relative to that for the primary products of developing countries. This raises the prices of the former relative to the latter. The demand for bananas from Ecuador or fish from Chile doesn’t change much but that for very large, flat screen TVs does as more and more people find themselves able to afford them. And as more and more products are introduced and people find themselves able to afford them, so demand for manufactured consumption goods increases again relative to that for the food products of the developing countries.
This effect can be intensified in a variety of ways. First, firms in developing countries discover ways of substituting for imported raw-materials from developing societies. Fructose from corn and sugar beet substitute for sugar. Synthetic rubber replaces the natural rubber from tropical latitudes. Synthetic fibers, like nylon, substitute for cotton; so the demand for natural rubber, sugar from sugar cane and cotton all go down. There are also labor market effects. Some of these are institutional in character. Workers in more developed countries are more likely to be unionized than those in developing societies. As a result, the prices of the products sold to the less developed – machine tools, airplanes, computer and medical equipment, for example – tend to be high relative to the products of peripheral countries, where wage costs remain low due to low levels of unionization. 
There is also the argument of labor surpluses in developing countries that serve to keep wages down. As labor productivity in agriculture increases, so huge numbers of people are released to work in industry; this is the pattern in China and India, for example. So even while production increases there, labor surpluses keep wages down. As a result, any increases in productivity would either show up in enhanced profits or be passed along to the consumer, industrial or otherwise, in the more developed world. The argument of production network effects, to follow, is that the latter is the more likely.

2. Production networks: As far as production network effects are concerned, the underlying assumption is one of commodity chains stretching between corporations in more developed countries and producers in the less developed, and typically orchestrated by the former, but with differences in market power at different points in the chain. A common image here is of a major corporation in the developed world which controls access to final markets through its branding powers, while suppliers compete against one another in industries in which entry costs are relatively low. The garment industry is a classic case of this. Garments receive some European or US brand name, the designs may even be worked out in the those countries, but the work is sub-contracted out to firms, largely in East and Southeast Asia, which compete fiercely against each other in order to obtain the contracts, driving down prices vigorously as they go. The garment that sells in the US and that has a ‘Made in China’ label sewn into the collar is typical of this history, but the Chinese firm that manufactured it is getting only a very small fraction of the final customer price; the markups in some instances are quite remarkable. The same logic applies to other goods, like brand-named athletic shoes; Reebok has generated a lot of adverse publicity as a result of the conditions in the factories in Indonesia where its shoes are produced.
In the same way, the processing and distribution of foodstuffs like coffee, cocoa, tea and increasingly bananas has tended to lodge in the hands of very large firms that dominate final markets (Barry Roots of Rebellion 1987: Chapter 4). Their brand names give them a market power that is difficult to break. The producers of the raw cacao, coffee beans, however, are numerous and easy to substitute for by the Western buyers so they can drive a hard bargain and pocket the difference.






� Note that he is also writing here about the Greek city states, which likewise relied on slave labor.


� This is very similar to native land tenure in Southern Africa before the arrival of Europeans, and for some time afterward.


� Now known as Zambia.


� Cited in Lenin’s Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism. New York: International Press, 1939, p.79.


� The settler and the mining magnate, says Etherington (1983: 117), "merely wanted the Africans' land and labour. Missionaries wanted their souls."


� This was not the case in the French empire, though. French missionaries enjoyed a monopoly.


� As Bill Freund (The Making of Contemporary Africa) has written about missionaries in Africa, “Missions were often of great significance in the acceptance of new commodities, commerce and crops and the source of technical and artisanal skills. They were par excellence, the vehicles for capitalist values in much of the continent” (p.157)


� So if, for example, country X could produce one ton of coal with the labor that could otherwise be used to produce two tons of potatoes, while in country Y the labor that could produce one ton of coal could otherwise be used instead to produce three tons of potatoes, then country X should specialize in coal and country Y in potatoes. In other words, coal was more expensive to produce in Y since it cost, in effect, three tons of potatoes; in X it was cheaper since it would only cost two tons of potatoes. This example assumes that cost is equivalent to labor cost and that there are no other costs of production.





� The case of South Africa is quite exceptional. This is because it was granted independence by Britain in 1910, but it continued to be dominated by the white settlers. Africans were excluded from having any say in the government of the country. So in an important sense colonialism was not overthrown until 1994 and the election of the first black-majority government there.


� Now known as Thailand.


� The income elasticity of demand refers to the degree to which a % increase in a country’s income producers a more or a lesser response in consumption of some set of products. So if the income elasticity of demand for manufactured goods is high, that means that a given % increase in income results in a very high increase in demand for manufactured goods. If the income elasticity of demand for manufactured goods is low, then a given % increase in national income results in only a weak increase in there consumption. For example: The income elasticity of demand for foreign holidays or meals in fancy restaurants is very high; the income elasticity of demand for soap is very low indeed. 
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