
Science for Statecraft: the British Empire and New Sciences 1890-1920 

D i s s e r t a t i o n 
zur Erlangung des akademischen Grades 

Doctor philosophiae 
(Dr. phil.) 

eingereicht 

an der Philosophischen Fakultät 
der Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 

von MA MILOŠ VOJINOVIĆ  

Die Präsidentin der Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 
Prof. Dr.-Ing. Dr. Sabine Kunst 
Die Dekanin der Philosophischen Fakultät 
Prof. Dr. Gabriele Metzler 

Gutachter 

Erstgutachter: Prof. Dr. phil Andreas Eckert 
Zweitgutachter: Prof. Dr. phil Duncan Bell 

Tag der mündlichen Prufüng 21.04.2021 



Table of Contents

1. List of Illustrations / 3
2. Abstract (Deutsch) / 4
3. Abstract (English) / 5
4. Introduction / 6
5. Halford Mackinder and “Thinking Geographically”: Geography and Imperial 

Reform / 43
1. Introduction / 43
2. Overview of Mackinder’s Biography / 55
3. Characteristics of the “New Geography” / 72

1. Institutionalisation: the Quest for an Audience / 72
2. New Science for the New Age / 81
3. “Thinking Geographically” / 93
4. “Geo-history” / 100

4. New Science in Practice: Mackinder and the Colonial Office Visual 
Instructions Committee / 104

6. The Problem-Solving Discipline: The Birth of Imperial History / 117
1. Introduction / 117
2. Historiography of Imperial History / 121
3. The Pioneers / 126
4. Diagnosing the Problems / 134
5. Institutions: The Remedy for the Problems / 144

1. The Beit Chair of Colonial History / 148
2. Rhodes Professorship of Imperial History / 161

6. Side Effects: Imperial History as a Pursuit of Imperial Reform / 173
7. The Strange Birth of Economic History - the Empire and the Struggle for 

Economics / 192
1. Introduction / 192
2. Challenging Orthodoxy / 199
3. Establishing the Discipline(s) / 220
4. Reinterpreting the Past / 238
5. Conclusion / 247

8. End of Greater Britain and Beginning of the International Relations / 251
1. Introduction / 251
2. Halford Mackinder after 1910 / 260
3. The Round Table: from the Empire towards the International / 277
4. Turning Towards the US: the First IR Institute and Public Opinion(s) / 287

9. Conclusion / 300
10. Bibliography / 315
11. Selbstständigkeitserklärung / 353

Page  of 2 353



1. List of Illustrations 

1. Halford Mackinder portrait c. 1903 - 1908 (Source: LSE Archives) / 68 
2. The Staff of the Oxford School of Geography 1901. (Source: Bodleian Library) / 76 
3. “Natural Seats of Power”, the map made by Halford Mackinder in 1904. (Source: H. J. 

Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History) / 82 
4. “Dumbara cloth weaving in Kandy (Ceylon)”, illustrations 4 to 13 are photographs made 

by Alfred Fisher during his trip around the Empire from 1907 to 1910. (Source: 
Cambridge University Library) / 108 

5. “Train near Kandy (Ceylon)”  / 108 
6. “Malwella ferry (Ceylon)” / 109 
7. “Colombo (Ceylon)” / 109 
8. “Oat Farm near Edmonton, Alberta” / 111 
9. “Induction Motor in Montreal, Canada” / 111 
10. “Macdonald College, Quebec: Gymnasium Class for Women Students” /113 
11. “Government School, Peshawar, Northwest Frontier” / 113 
12. “Singapore, Cross Street School” / 113 
13. “Gibraltar, Hebrew School” / 113 
14. Charles Prestwood Lucas portrait from 1920 (Source: National Portrait Gallery) / 128 
15. Lionel Curtis portrait c. 1935 - 1940 (Source: National Portrait Gallery) / 154 
16. William Cunningham portrait. Oil on canvass by Eric Kennington 1908 (Source: National 

Portrait Gallery) / 202 
17. William Hewins portrait c. 1900 (Source: LSE Archives) / 205 
18. William Ashley portrait c. 1923 (Source: National Portrait Gallery) / 213 
19. Google Ngram graphs that follow usage of the words “political economy” and 

“economics” / 228 
20. Map of Eastern Europe drawn by Mackinder in 1918 (Source: H. J. Mackinder, 

Democratic Ideals and Reality) / 275 

Page  of 3 353



2. Abstract (Deutsch) 

Um das Jahr 1890 gab es in Großbritannien keine Lehrstühle, Vorlesungen und keine 

Lehrveranstaltungen, die sich mit imperialer Geschichte, Geografie, Wirtschaftsgeschichte 

oder internationalen Beziehungen beschäftigten. Dies änderte sich im Laufe der nächsten drei 

Jahrzehnte. Diese Dissertation analysiert diese Entwicklung. Ich wollte verstehen, was diese 

Entwicklungen angeregt hat und wollte nachprüfen, wer hinter diesen Änderungen stand. Die 

wichtigste Erkenntnis ist, dass in allen vier Fällen die Begründer der Fachbereiche die 

wichtigsten Elemente der Weltanschauung teilten. Zuallererst, ohne Ausnahme, handelten sie, 

weil sie überzeugt waren, dass das Imperium sich in Richtung des Zusammenbruchs seiner 

Macht bewegte.  Diese Arbeit argumentiert, dass diese Unsicherheit die Suche nach neuen 

Formen der Erkenntnis begünstigte. Was ist möglich zu bemerken ist, erstens, sorgten sich 

diese Pioniere in erster Linie um die Zukunft und handelten an späterer Stelle als 

wissenschaftliche Erneuerer. Zweitens führe ich aus, dass viele Pioniere der Fachbereichen in 

mehr als nur einer Disziplin agierten. Anders gesagt, die Schaffung von neuem Wissen war 

wichtiger als jeder besondere Fachbereich. Drittens verfolgten diese neuen Fachbereiche das 

Ziel praktisches Wissen zu erzeugen, das von Staatsmännern genutzt werden konnte. Zuletzt, 

weil die Schlussfolgerungen dieser neuen Fachbereiche eine große Reichweite benötigten, 

mussten ihre Pioniere ein großes Publikum erreichen. Als darauffolgende Konsequenz waren 

diese neuen Fachbereiche nicht innerhalb der Mauern der Universitäten verschlossen. Der 

Drang danach, weite Massen zu erreichen, war einer der Hauptgründe, warum es zu einer 

Institutionalisierung kam. In allen vier Fallbeispielen zeige ich, wie genau diese 

wahrnehmbaren Schwierigkeiten den zeitlichen und geographischen Umfang dieser neuen 

Fachbereiche vorbestimmt haben, ebenso wie ihre thematischen Vorlieben. 

Stichworte: Wissenschaftsgeschichte, Imperialismus, Geschichte Großbritanniens, Imperialer 

Geschichte, Geografie, Wirtschaftsgeschichte, Internationalen Beziehungen 
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3. Abstract (English) 

Around 1890 there were no university chairs, no lectures, and no courses dealing with 

imperial history, geography, economic history or international relations in Great Britain. Over 

the course of the next three decades this changed. This dissertation analyses this evolution. I 

attempted to understand what provoked these developments and I inquired who stood behind 

these changes. Most importantly, comparison points that in all four instances disciplinary 

innovators shared the key convictions. Above all, without exception, they acted because they 

were convinced that the Empire is heading towards the collapse of its powers. The argument 

of the thesis is that the uncertain future gave rise to the quest for the new kind of knowledge.  

What is possible to notice is, in the first place, that the pioneers firstly started to worry about 

the future, and only later acted as scientific innovators. In the second place, I point that many 

disciplinary pioneers were acting in more than a single discipline. In other words, the creation 

of a new kind of a knowledge was more important than any specific area of studies. Third, the 

new disciplines ought to produce practical knowledge that could be used by statesmen. Lastly, 

because conclusions of these new disciplines needed to be disseminated, the pioneers had to 

reach wide audiences. As a consequence of this, the new disciplines were not confined within 

walls of universities. This desire to reach the masses is the key reason why institutionalisation 

happened. In all four case studies I demonstrate how exactly these perceived problems 

predetermined the chronological and geographical scope of the new disciplines, together with 

their thematic predilections. 

Keywords:  imperialism, history of science, history of Great Britain, imperial history, 

geography, economic history, international relations 
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4. Introduction 

Around 1890 in Britain, there were no university chairs, no lectures, and no courses dealing 

with imperial history, geography, economic history or international relations (IR). Over the 

course of the following three decades this changed. The thesis “Science for Statecraft: the 

British Empire and New Sciences 1890-1920” analyses this transformation and follows the 

emergence and institutionalisation of these four new scientific disciplines within the British 

university curriculum. It is not possible to understand how and why these new disciplines 

came along without an intimate knowledge of individuals who made sure they became part of 

the university curriculum. Accordingly, this research heavily focuses on the “founding 

fathers” of these disciplines, their intellectual inventory and political considerations. This 

approach enables us to “eavesdrop” on the conversations between the initiators and to 

understand the milieu in which the new disciplines emerged. The focus on the disciplinary 

innovators is justified by the desire to uncover what hidden order governed the way in which 

they perceived the world, which in turn prompted them to imbue their disciplines with a 

particular set of values and to direct these disciplines towards a specific set of problems.  

Even though the talk about the “founding fathers” might imply a laudatory connotation, I 

utilise this term to draw attention to the vital importance of the moment when institutions 

were created. In the words of Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, all sciences deal with the 

issue of selecting and constituting “working objects”.  This is why I think that foundation 1

periods are of critical importance. The “foundational moment” is that point in time when an 

envisaged institution stopped being only a vague intellectual concept and became a physical 

site where people worked and produced knowledge. Precisely in these periods, new 

 L. Daston, P. Galison, Objectivity, New York 2010, p. 19.1
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disciplines defined their working objects. Not automatically because they wanted to. 

However, the mere fact that they argued that a new kind of knowledge, or a new discipline, 

was necessary, meant they had to. They decided what was to be studied and what was not. The 

“founding fathers” had the authority to determine what counts as knowledge and what does 

not. As pathfinders in their new area of specialisation, they faced little resistance from 

previous traditions. 

When all of this happened, around the turn of the century, British economic growth was 

stable, ships sailing under the union jack governed world trade, and London was the world's 

financial capital. However, the disciplinary pioneers, without exception, noticed worrying 

trends. According to them, Britain's imperial rivals were narrowing the gap. Moreover, 

enlargement of the franchise brought new uncertainties regarding the political orientation of 

the working classes. The fear for the future was not simply a coincidental trait of the 

disciplinary pioneers. They acted precisely because they were convinced that something ought 

to be done. The starting premise of this thesis is that the desire to prepare the Empire for the 

turbulent time that lay ahead, drove scientific innovations. The “founding fathers” first 

became pessimistic imperialists and only later academic innovators. Before new institutions, 

professorships and lectureships were created, or even deemed desirable, the conviction that 

something ought to be done was firmly embedded. 

These disciplines did not only promise new data. An uncertain future gave rise to the quest for 

new kinds of, above all, practical knowledge that could support statecraft and be helpful to 

decision-makers. This thesis aims to show that four new disciplines were, above everything 

else, shaped by the desire of their creators to enable Britain to navigate unscathed past the 

problems that appeared on the horizon. Whether they were ever able to achieve their goals, is 
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another question, but the academic innovators scrutinised in this dissertation did attempt to 

make science subservient to the perceived needs of the Empire.  Inspired by Jon Agar, who 

studies the history of science with regard to problems that science hopes to solve, this thesis is 

an attempt to reveal ties and dynamics between recognised problems and the way in which 

social science disciplines were erected.  Over time, some of the conclusions and methods of 2

the pioneers evolved. However, just as a compass needle always points north, the larger 

problem that governed their pursuits remained unchanged. The guiding issue their disciplines 

tackled was developing the knowledge to improve imperial statecraft.  

The dissertation has four case studies. The project opens by looking at the work of Halford 

Mackinder, the first Professor of Geography in Britain and the founder of the School of 

Geography at the University of Oxford (1899). The second part charts the emergence of 

imperial history through the foundation of the Beit Professorship of Colonial History (Oxford 

1905) and the Rhodes Professorship of Imperial History (King’s College London 1919). The 

third part covers debates within the political economy that led to the emergence of the first 

economic history lectureship in Britain (London School of Economics and Political Science 

1904). The dissertation concludes by tracing the institutionalisation of IR, through the history 

of the first institute (British Institute of International Affairs - Chatham House 1920) and the 

failed attempt to merge the Council on Foreign Relations in New York with a planned US 

branch of Chatham House.  

All four disciplines under scrutiny in this thesis have their respective historiographies. 

Moreover, numerous studies have been dedicated to the individuals who led the 

 Agar writes: “I argue that sciences solve the problems of ‘working worlds’. Working worlds are arenas of 2

human projects that generate problems”. Agar suggests that we should understand modern science as entity 
structured by its own working worlds. J. Agar, Science in the Twentieth Century and Beyond, London 2012, pp. 3 
- 5.

Page  of 8 353



institutionalisation of these four disciplines, even if the institutionalisation itself was not in 

focus. In every chapter, I analyse the existing research. However, two factors justify this 

project if we take the current state of knowledge as a whole. Firstly, as many have pointed 

out, writing the history of one’s own discipline, brings inherent dangers. Historiography of the 

fields scrutinised in this research confirms this. Secondly, only if we analyse all four 

disciplines together, we can note the considerable similarities between them. This allows us to 

note the trend of disciplinary innovation. The comparative analysis enables us to see the 

incentive that drove academic innovations.  

As I will point out in each of the chapters, we must be aware that practitioners have written 

most disciplinary histories: geographers dominate the study of geography, economic 

historians predominantly wrote about the emergence of economic history, historians studied 

the birth of imperial history and IR scholars mainly examined the history of their field. If that 

is understandable, it does not mean it comes without consequences. As Stefan Collini noticed, 

modern disciplines have their canons and hierarchies, and what is now seen as a “discipline”, 

in the sense of being a coherent and natural whole, actually evolved over time. Furthermore, a 

contemporary discipline is not purely a consequence of intellectual rationale, but also of 

accidents and institutional conveniences.  The danger that this brings to our understanding of 3

disciplinary emergence is two-fold.  

Firstly, the existence of canons can go hand in hand with the great-men-make-history 

approach. This tendency particularly marks the study of geography. Halford Mackinder has 

often been analysed through the prism of the veracity of his ideas. Hence, he has been studied 

 S. Collini, “Postscript - Disciplines, canons, and publics: the history of `the history of political thought’ in 3

comparative perspective”, Тhe History of Political Thought in National Context, ed: D. Castiglione and I. 
Hampsher-Monk, Cambridge 2001, p. 298. 
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not as a part of the society or intellectual community in which he operated but as an almost 

isolated individual that produced ultimate geographical truths. One of Mackinder’s 

biographers went so far as to claim that Mackinder was ahead of his time and that he could 

not be understood within the context of his era.  There is no doubt that this kind of approach 4

does not help our understanding of Mackinder’s geography. The existence of canons plays a 

vital role in the story about the emergence of economic history. Starting from the 1930s, most 

of the British debates in economics revolved around disputes between John Maynard Keynes 

and his followers on the one side and the adherents of the nascent school of neoliberalism on 

the other. This is how an entire historical school of British economists, which was neither 

Keynesian nor neoliberal, was sidelined despite its strong influence in turn-of-the-century 

Britain. As a consequence, I believe the role that this group played in the creation of economic 

history was neglected.  

Another danger comes from the fact that, as Collini notes, we often take disciplines for 

granted as something natural and pre-given. That is to say; we do not question the way in 

which they emerged. Adrian Wilson argues that “scientists are continuously engaged in 

creating ‘imagined pasts’ for their specialisms”.  Wilson asserts that imagined pasts represent 5

a “fanciful genealogy of itself”.  Along similar lines, Duncan Bell declares that scholars often 6

see the evolution of their disciplines in a way that can be described as “discipline-defining 

mythologies”.  This is especially true for the historiography of IR, which for a long time saw 7

 W. H. Parker, Mackinder, Oxford 1982, p. 162. Ian Hall and Mark Bevir note that histories of disciplines often 4

treat the development of disciplines in isolation from everything else. I. Hall, M. Bevir, “Traditions of British 
International Thought”, The International History Review, Vol. 36, No. 5, 2014.

 A. Wilson, “Science’s Imagined Pasts“, Isis, Vol. 108, No. 4, 2017, p. 814. 5

 Ibid.6

 D. Bell, “Writing the World (Remix)”, in: Historiographical Investigations in International Relations, ed: B. C. 7

Schmidt, N. Guilhot, London 2019, p. 18.
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the birth of the discipline as an answer to the horrors of the First World War. The first 

practitioners were seen as idealists that promoted peace and fought for that noble cause.  The 8

geopolitical legacy and imperial loyalties of the first practitioners and their racialised 

worldview have been put aside. Only during the last two decades have the historians of the IR 

started to clarify our understanding of the discipline’s naissance.  

Additionally, Collini observes that the writing of a discipline’s history has dangers because if 

we bore “a vertical hole in the past,” we tend to end up with a “tunnel-vision” that occludes as 

much as it reveals.  Focusing on a particular aspect of a discipline’s past can uncover 9

minuscule details but still fail to note background forces that determined how a discipline 

evolved. When contemporary practitioners study their own field, the target audience consists 

primarily of other practitioners. The problem is that such studies’ focus is defined by the 

concerns of those who see themselves operating within the field in question.  Two recent 10

studies that follow the early years of imperial history and geography suggest that Collini was 

right. Questions raised by practitioners are moulded by what is perceived to be a present and 

pressing need of discipline. This is unsurprising, but it proves to be self-limiting.  

Garry Kearns wrote the most recent book that focuses on Mackinder.  In his captivating 11

research, Kearns did not simply study Mackinder to know more about the evolution of 

geography. The book promotes Kearns’ own set of geographical values. He utilises Mackinder 

 Brian Schmidt argued that IR “created its own powerful myths regarding the evolution of the field that have 8

obscured the actual history”. B. Schmidt, “On the History and Historiography of International Relations”, 
Handbook of International Relations, ed: W. Carlsnaes, T. Risse, B. A. Simmons, 2002, p. 3. 

 S. Collini, ‘“Disciplinary History’ and ‘Intellectual History’: Reflections on the Historiography of the Social 9

Sciences in Britain and France,” Revue de Synthèse 3, no. 4, 1988, p. 391

 Ibid, p. 388. 10

 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire – The Legacy of Halford Mackinder, Oxford 2009.11

Page  of 11 353



and his “conservative geopolitics” to launch his concept of “progressive geopolitics”.  In an 12

article published a year after the book, Kearns stressed that he was fighting with the political 

consequences of the longevity of Mackinder’s ideas. He wrote: “the field of geography 

remains saturated with issues arising from the practices of imperialism and engaging with 

Mackinder and his critics is more than a historical exercise, it is an urgent political 

responsibility”.  In the most recent survey covering the emergence of imperial history, 13

Amanda Behm claims that the birth of imperial history can be understood only in the context 

of the model of a divided Empire. Behm connects the emergence of imperial history with the 

evolution of historical consciousness that favoured “white” settler colonies.  Behm points to 14

the racialised world-view of the pioneers of imperial history and argues that imperial history 

emerged as “a formal model of the British Empire's development and priorities”.   15

Without the desire to disprove the possibility, or even necessity, of moral evaluations when it 

comes to imperialism and its consequences, there is a point I would like to draw attention to. 

However noble Kearns’ goals are, his self-proclaimed mission has implications for the type of 

answers he seeks to find. The same applies to Behm. Because they focus so much on what 

seems to be an unchangeable essence of Mackinder’s imperialist dogma or racialised 

worldview of the first imperial historians, they overlook essential developments. Their initial 

questions do not leave enough space for evolution among the individuals they studied because 

they focused so much on what was imperial and racist. Kearns points to the racial prejudices 

 Ibid, p. viii. 12

 G. Kearns, “Geography, geopolitics and Empire”, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, New 13

Series, Vol. 35, No. 2, 2010, p. 198. In the introduction to his book, Kearns wrote: “I identify, then, a Progressive 
Geopolitics that I oppose to the Conservative Geopolitics of Mackinder and ‘cadres of spellbound familiars and 
enslaved disciples’. Progressive Geopolitics could, and still can, point to features of international relations that 
are simply not conjured by the philosophy of the rival tradition. My book finishes by describing some of these 
hopeful dimensions of our modern world, the reality of non-violence, justice, and cooperation”. G. Kearns, 
Geopolitics and Empire, p. viii.

 A. Behm, Imperial History and The Global Politics of Exclusion: Britain 1880-1940, London 2016. , pp. 1 - 7. 14

 A. Behm, “Settler Historicism and Anti-colonial Rebuttal in the British World, 1880-1920”, Journal of World 15

History, Vol. 26, No. 4, 2015, pp. 785-813. 
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Mackinder possessed, which were not just a matter of his inner values but also affected his 

worldviews and science. However, Kearns failed to note the most significant development in 

Mackinder’s thinking, the moment when he stopped being a navalist and became a proponent 

of land-based power. This was not a minor development since the question of power 

dominated Mackinder’s thinking. Behm fails to note that while the first chair dedicated to 

imperial history was created to study the so-called ”white Empire”, it soon started covering 

the entirety of the British Empire. This critical change in the geographical scope of imperial 

history remains unnoticed. Recent attempts to write disciplinary histories are revisionist in 

nature, but because of their own proclaimed goals, these projects have inherent self-imposed 

limits.  

As Duncan Bell notes, two kinds of arguments are used to justify the writing of disciplinary 

histories. Endogenous kinds of arguments state the benefits for the discipline under 

discussion. This approach brings forward the claim that the study of the fields in the past 

helps contemporary scholarship. On the other hand, exogenous arguments point to a variety of 

purposes. Bell potently argues for the exogenous approach, claiming that histories of social 

sciences present a “fascinating site for analysing the interweaving of knowledge, power and 

institutions”.  The main questions that have guided my research have in mind exogenous 16

perspectives. Above all, I seek to uncover what kind of tensions drove the motivations behind 

these scientific innovations.  

In all four case studies, my approach comes with the notion that it is hard to point to a specific 

moment when a particular discipline was “created”. We can suggest different origin points, 

but they depend on our criteria and our field definition. This is why I am not attempting to 

 D. Bell, “Writing the World: Disciplinary History and Beyond”, International Affairs, Vol. 85, 2009, p. 9.16
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point the finger at one exact moment of genesis. It would be easy to disprove any attempt to 

argue that the creation of a university chair is the moment of creation for a particular field. In 

other words, it is futile to say that there was no economic or imperial history before the first 

lectureships and chairs dedicated to economic and imperial history were created. My approach 

is based on a conviction that science does not simply mirror the nature of reality. The study of 

knowledge production has for a long time been based on the premise that there are 

circumstances that affect scientific assumptions and evaluations.  I have attempted to follow 17

an approach that sociologist David Bloor labels “methodological relativism”. As Bloor notes: 

“all knowledge is relative to the local situation of the thinkers who produce it”.  This is not to 18

argue that there is no such thing as an objective or absolute truth. It is an approach based on a 

conviction that science, both the problems it hopes to solve and the methods it applies, are 

shaped by social conditions. In other words, science can be studied just like any other human 

product. Different theories do not simply “discover” reality. As Joel Isaac puts it, theories and 

classifications help to create that reality.  19

What is true for different theories and classifications is equally valid for different disciplines. 

As Dorothy Ross writes, “disciplines were not a product of the automatic progress of science, 

nor were they ‘natural’ categories. They had to establish themselves as authoritative purveyors 

of descriptions of the world”.  Given that origin points are dependent on our benchmarks, I 20

will not consider the creation of chairs, lectureships, schools or institutes neither as the end of 

a process nor as a beginning. I am interested in the history of institutionalisation. However, I 

 S. Shapin, “History of science and its sociological reconstructions”, History of Science, Vol. 20, 1982, p. 159. 17

 D. Bloor, Knowledge and Social Imaginary, Chicago 1991, pp. 158-159. 18

 J. Isaac, “Tangled loops: theory, history, and the human sciences in modern America”, Modern Intellectual 19

History, Vol. 6, No. 2, 2009, p. 417.

 D. Ross, “Changing Contours of the Social Sciences Disciplines”, The Cambridge History of Science Volume 20

7: The Modern Social Sciences, ed: T. Porter, D. Ross, Cambridge 2003, p. 206. 
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do not understand institutionalisation purely as an enlargement of the academic complex, 

where institutionalisation is seen as the insertion of new sub-units, regardless of whether we 

call them disciplines, fields or schools. I understand institutions as Samuel Huntington, who 

defined them as “recurring patterns of behaviour”.  Therefore, I hope to uncover what values 21

these disciplines were filled with. 

Additionally, in my analysis, I am interested in answering the question what sort of conditions 

created demands for academic knowledge. Furthermore, I aim to reveal with which goals in 

mind the creators of these schools and chairs acted. I will analyse their ideas and scientific 

output, both in written and institutional form, as historical artefacts that are the object of this 

study.  I am not striving primarily to assess whether their conclusions were right or wrong. 22

Moreover, I will show that many of their findings, now deemed scientific miscalculations, 

were intended creations aligned with the broader goals of their scientific engagement.  

I want to examine why the disciplinary pioneers considered the new disciplines necessary and 

why they created chairs and lectureships. I want to inquire how they justified their creations, 

both among themselves and to wider audiences. My goal is to uncover how they legitimated 

their scientific endeavours. I want to explain what they were doing with their innovations in 

the first place. To illustrate, I will not regard Mackinder’s geography as the “new geography” 

because at the end of the period I am analysing, new schools and university chairs were 

created, or the fact that there was a contemporary consensus as to the novelty in Mackinder’s 

thought. Instead, I will focus on what Mackinder was doing with his claim of “newness” in 

 S. Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies, New Heaven 1968, p. 12. 21

 Here I follow the lead set by Lucian Ashworth who asserts that we should “treat ideas and the scholars that 22

produce them as historical artefacts in their own right within the context of historically (and sometimes spatially) 
limited communities”. L. M. Ashworth “How Should We Approach the History of International Thought?“, 
Historiographical Investigations in International Relations, B. C. Schmidt, N. Guilhot, London 2019. p. 88.
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the first place. With that in mind, the big guiding question of the project is what caused the 

change in foci of scientific inquiry? Around what kind of problems did their disciplines 

revolve? I inquired as to how they depicted the domain of their disciplines. In other words, I 

examine what they decided to study and what to ignore. I want to uncover the hierarchy of 

influences that determined the scope of their studies. Here I follow Michael Bentley’s 

definition of knowledge as “paradigms of what was and what was not to count as worth 

knowing”.  Furthermore, I hope to examine how they established their professional authority. 23

Namely, what, in their view, gave them academic superiority in comparison with other strands 

of research?  

I label the protagonists of this research as “disciplinary pioneers” and as the “founding fathers 

of the disciplines”. However, I do not consider the creation of a chair or a lectureship to be the 

moment when disciplines were born. One justification for this can be the fact that the 

individuals that I study created immense institutional legacies. The chairs, schools and 

institutes they made are today among the world's leading institutions in their respective fields. 

What is even more critical in this sense is that the creation of a new and separate field of 

studies and supporting institutions was their goal. I use the collective noun to describe these 

individuals because I focus on them. The comparative analysis of four disciplines allows us to 

note striking similarities between the case studies. Moreover, it enables us to uncover the 

close personal relations between the founders of all four disciplines and to see that particular 

individuals contributed to different disciplines. 

There is one overarching characteristic that binds together all the pioneers. They were all 

firmly convinced that the Empire must adapt to the new global circumstances. Otherwise, the 

 M. Bentley, “Evolution and Dissemination of Historical Knowledge”, Тhe Organisation of Knowledge in 23

Victorian Britain, ed: M. Daunton, Oxford 2005, p. 175.
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power of the Empire would evaporate. The assumption that the solution was the creation of 

stronger bonds between Britain and others parts of the Empire was an article of faith for the 

pioneers. They believed that the key to the future was in the creation of Greater Britain. This 

project hypothesises that future uncertainty was the main driver that guided disciplinary 

innovation, and it shaped a new kind of science that sought to help statecraft.  

This is also the moment where I should explain how I came to study the evolution of these 

four disciplines. This thesis did not start as a history of disciplinary development. My initial 

plan was to explore the idea of the imperial federation in the British Empire. The idea of the 

imperial federation, a specific political conception of Greater Britain, conquered many minds 

and hearts from its emergence in the 1880s up until the end of the Great War. Essentially, this 

idea imagined different kinds of new constitutional arrangements within the Empire. After 

studying the individuals who supported imperial reform for almost a year, I realised that many 

of them were involved or engaged with some educational or academic initiative. Slowly, over 

the coming months, I concluded that the emerging relevant topic was not the imperial 

federation but the imperial federalists. In other words, the people and not the idea. The 

assumption put forward by the thesis, that we do not understand properly how four different 

disciplines emerged, is rather ambitious. The reason why no one noticed this joint disciplinary 

development before is hidden in the fact that no one has studied individuals that were 

interested in the imperial reform as a particular group. In that sense, this research can be 

described as prosopography.  

The disciplinary pioneers were firstly imperial reformers and only secondly academics and 

scientists. In other words, they were chiefly interested in imperial politics and only secondly 

in science. If we want to understand their science, we must first understand their politics. We 
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need to analyse their politics to comprehend their science fully. Their highest loyalty was one 

towards the Empire. Nevertheless, the evolution that came with them cannot be explained 

solely by this. Although they were unquestionable supporters of imperialism, those that 

preceded them were not anti-imperial, so what was it about their imperialism that made them 

act? Many practitioners in their respective fields were closely linked with imperial endeavours 

for decades before disciplinary innovators appeared on the scene. Geography was closely 

linked with political expansion and the Empire long before Mackinder. Since the early 

nineteenth-century political economists, such as James Mill, have worked for the East India 

Company. Furthermore, historians were in no way anti-imperial.  

The founding fathers of these disciplines were ardent imperialists, but their imperialism was 

reformist in its nature. Their imperialism implied transformation. Because they operated with 

the conviction that the Empire would need to be reformed, or else collapse, at the core of their 

imperialism was a desire to change the Empire. At first glance, this may look like a marginal 

footnote. However, this gives the background in which we can best understand their work. 

With this in mind, we can uncover how the problems they hoped to solve, determined the 

scope of their disciplines. We should analyse their “products”, that is, the institutions they 

created, the conclusions their disciplines offered and the values with which they imbued their 

disciplines, whilst keeping in mind the background of their reformist goals. I argue that these 

disciplines were created as they were to serve two primary purposes. Firstly, to offer support 

for statecraft. Secondly, to propagate imperial reform.  24

 Isaac Joel argues that human sciences nurture the desire to create knowledge in such a way that will allow 24

intervention and reform. J. Isaac, “Tangled loops: theory, history, and the human sciences in modern America”, 
p. 422. However, given that Isaac had in mind mostly the mid-twentieth century, perhaps the British disciplinary 
pioneers were pioneers in this sense as well. 
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The new disciplines promoted imperial reform in the sense that they produced conclusions 

that justified calls for reform. To propagate their agenda, these disciplines were not confined 

within the walls of the universities. The pioneers hoped to engage with diverse audiences. 

They attempted to establish contacts with elites but also to be given the institutional means of 

reaching and influencing the general population. They recognised that universities offer the 

chance to multiply their message's reach. This is why I analyse their work by identifying their 

contact with several overlapping publics and their different strategies for engaging them. 

There is no doubt that in contact with wider audiences, they hoped to present their ideas in a 

way that captured their audience’s attention. I hope to examine the kinds of communicative 

goals they had and how this communication shaped their scientific product. Given that their 

ambition was to shift public opinion towards imperial reform, I analyse both their diagnostic 

and prognostic assessments in the context of their goals. Lastly, I interrogate the degree to 

which the creation of chairs and lectureships was seen as the creation of permanent 

infrastructure to enable the pioneers to promote their political content in the respectable and 

legitimating light of academia. 

Above all, these new disciplines hoped to produce practical and usable knowledge. The 

reason for this derives from the fact that the pioneers were convinced that they lived in a new 

and dangerous era; therefore, Britain had to use scientific knowledge to improve statecraft. 

The underlying current of their innovation was their desire to make science applicable to 

politics.  In other words, they hope to blur the border between university borders and state 

interests. William Hewins, one of the founders of economic history, saw his discipline as “a 

branch of the science of statesmanship”.  This new kind of science was there to serve the 25

state's interests. These interests were defined by the disciplinary founders, principally in terms 

 [W. A. S. Hewins], “Mercantile System”, Dictionary of Political Economy, ed: R. H. I. Palgrave, Vol. I A-E, 25

London 1901, p. 727.
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of global power competition. Human society was understood in social-Darwinian terms. The 

past was interpreted as a never-ending story of conflict. Despite the British Empire being the 

biggest and the richest, the shadow of imperial decline prompted their action. I argue that 

precisely the problems they perceived drove their intellectual endeavours. The unforeseeable 

future prompted the shift in the foci of inquiry. 

In all four case studies, I aim to demonstrate that the issues they identified as imperial 

problems determined the ways in which science was evolving. This process happened in 

several ways. Firstly, the turn towards the past was motivated by present needs. Both imperial 

history and economic history, but also Mackinder’s geography, used the past to challenge the 

present. The disciplinary pioneers presented the past as a reservoir of lessons that identified 

points in the past in which Britain had taken the wrong turn and from which they might be 

adverted. Precisely this determined the spatial, thematic and chronological predilections of the 

disciplinary pioneers. This view of the past, where its value was assessed in relation to the 

alleged needs of the present, moulded the scope of the new disciplines. Secondly, these new 

disciplines were not about data. The disciplinary pioneers did not present themselves, or their 

fields, as discoverers of hitherto unknown empirical facts. They were discoverers of problems. 

Their language is saturated with prescriptions and proscriptions and not with minuscule 

details. They aimed to uncover nothing less than great universal laws that governed the rise 

and fall of empires.   26

In tracing changes and developments, I rely on the concepts of traditions and dilemmas. 

These concepts were put forward by Mark Bevir and later modified in several co-authored 

 S. Low, “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in London”, The Proceedings of the British Academy, London, 26

1912, Vol. 5, p. 492.
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articles. Bevir defined traditions as “inherited webs of beliefs that form coherent wholes”.  27

Even though in this study I follow innovations, in all four cases there is apparent inheritance. 

That is true whether we understand that inheritance consists of ideas or practices. As Bevir 

claims, “the concept of tradition implies that people never can have pure experiences”.  In 28

individual chapters, I aim to point to what inheritance the founding fathers rejected and what 

inheritance they hoped to modify and improve. In other words, the focus on traditions allows 

us to see how the disciplinary pioneers responded to the situation they encountered in British 

academia. Encountered traditions form part of the stage on which the protagonists of this 

study operated.  

I understand traditions, not as inescapable formations and unchangeable contexts that mould 

individuals or predetermine attitudes or policies. However, they often represent a starting 

point, in relation to which individuals posit themselves. According to Bevir, Stimson and 

Adcock, a dilemma “arises when a new idea stands in opposition to existing beliefs, and so 

forces a reconsideration of them leading to at least somewhat new beliefs, and so typically 

inspires at least slightly different actions and practices”.  In each chapter, I attempt to detect 29

the theoretical origins of dilemma, on the one hand, and dilemmas that are connected to the 

way the pioneers perceived the world, on the other. I find these concepts usable and 

productive because they allow us to understand the agency of individuals, an agency that 

challenged the patterned arrangements inherited by the disciplinary pioneers. In the following 

 I. Hall, M. Bevir, “Traditions of British International Thought”, The International History Review, Vol. 36, 27

No. 5, 2014, p. 828. 

 M. Bevir, Traditions of British Socialism, Princeton 2011, p. 11. 28

 R. Adcock, M. Bevir, S. C. Stimson, “A History of Political Science: How? What? Why?”, in: Modern 29

Political Science Anglo-American Exchanges since 1880, Ed: R. Adcock, M. Bevir, S. C. Stimson, Princeton 
2007, p. 5. 
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few paragraphs, I hope to explain how this thesis progresses through its chapters and 

subsections.  

The first chapter focuses on Halford Mackinder. It is the only case study in this thesis that 

focuses on an individual. This is justified due to the fact his career and writings personify the 

transformation of British geography. He was the main protagonist in the process, which 

consequently established geography as a modern independent discipline. I start the chapter by 

recounting the current knowledge about Mackinder and claim that there is an unexplored area, 

when it comes to Mackinder’s understanding of the role of science and his educational 

policies. Afterwards, I go through the most critical episodes from Mackinder’s life and career. 

I do this because I aim to show that his geographical concepts, party affiliations, and 

understanding of international relations have changed over time. However, throughout his 

lifetime, there was one unwavering standpoint. A strong and prosperous British Empire 

remained the ultimate object of Mackinder’s career. I use the course of his life to prepare the 

ground for the claim that the force that guided the transformation of geography was his desire 

to transform the Empire. Mackinder’s politics shaped Mackinder’s geography. In the 

subsequent four sections, I point to the four main characteristics of Mackinder’s geography 

and elucidate how these characteristics were subordinated to his vision of the imperial future. 

Firstly, the quest to reach broad audiences is a significant characteristic of Mackinder’s work. 

His geography was never designed to stay within the universities’ walls. If a greater level of 

imperial unity was ever to be achieved, Mackinder was convinced that the population of 

Britain had to be convinced about the seminal importance of the Empire. In 1910, he declared: 

“the future of our Empire depends on the statesmanship and on the schoolmastering of the 
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next ten years”.  However, the population had to be reached. Given that his goal was to 30

influence the broadest possible audience, that meant educating pupils in schools. At the time 

when Mackinder courted the idea of creating a Geographical School in Oxford, in a letter to 

the president of the Royal Geographical Society, Mackinder declared that without 

institutionalisation, it would be hard to bring new disciplines into elementary and middle 

schools. .   31

This allows us to see factors that motivated institutionalisation. Mackinder pushed for the 

establishment of geography within universities so that it could be established within schools, 

which in turn promised an opportunity to inculcate a specific set of values in the broadest 

possible audiences. I also use this episode to point out what Mackinder’s biographers failed to 

note: there are patterns in the chronology of his publications. For instance, he started writings 

books for children three decades after his first academic articles appeared. In other words, he 

did not write books dedicated to schoolchildren before geography became part of the 

curriculum. I also argue that Mackinder never lost sight of different audiences, including 

military commanders and high-ranking politicians.  

The second feature of Mackinder’s science was that it was designed for a new age. Three 

factors pushed Mackinder to conclude that the world was entering a new era. Most 

importantly, technological improvements meant that distance was losing importance as a 

factor. Railroads opened vast hinterlands rich with resources that the Great Powers could now 

utilise. Secondly, the Age of Discovery had come to an end. No more lands could be 

 Rev. H. B. Gray, Warden of Bradfield College, “The Influence of Imperial Responsibilities on Educational 30

Reform”, The United Empire, The Royal Colonial Institute Journal, Vol. 1, 1910, p. 257. 

 Bodleian Library, University of Oxford Archives, School of Geography Papers, GE 11A, Mackinder to 31
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discovered and no more colonies could be created. That meant that global power relations 

were framed in a network that was much tighter than before. Conflicts could no longer be 

exported to the periphery, and friction among the Great Powers became much more likely. 

Lastly, competitors were bridging the gap between them and Britain. On the whole, this 

pushed Mackinder to conclude that a different kind of science was needed. The geography of 

the future was not about collecting data. Instead, it was meant to interpret existing 

information. Above everything else, this is why Mackinder’s “new geography” was practical. 

If the “practical” could be separated from the “scientific” in geography, it would represent 

“the ruin of both”, he believed.  New geography ought to address contemporary dilemmas. It 32

was designed to solve conundrums set by present-day challenges.  

Mackinder wanted to influence people to “think geographically”. This is the third 

characteristic of his geography. His new science was not about the facts as much as it was 

about nurturing a specific kind of imagination. To think geographically was to emphasise a 

feeling of knowing and loving Britain, on the one hand, and to understand the value of the 

Empire, on the other.  

The fourth trait of Mackinder’s science was that his geography was essentially geo-history. 

Like the concept of “new geography”, geo-history was oriented towards contemporary issues. 

Mackinder was convinced that geography guided history and wanted to understand how. 

According to Mackinder, the fact that history was shaped by geography was the ultimate 

lesson of the past. Furthermore, it was also the lesson with the most practical usability. 

Mackinder saw service to the state as the purpose of this new geography. Mackinder hoped to 

thoroughly understand and master the way in which geography shaped history, and in turn, 

 H. J. Mackinder, “On the Scope and Methods of Geography”, Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society 32
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improve understanding of international politics. In practice, this meant that his science was 

searching for universal laws. It was a quest for a “correlation between the larger geographical 

and the larger historical generalisations”.  33

I close this first chapter by focusing on an episode of Mackinder’s activities when he served 

as the Colonial Office Visual Instructions Committee (COVIC) supervisor. The goal of 

COVIC was to illustrate life in different parts of the Empire through a system of lantern-slide 

lectures. The lectures were made for children around the Empire and in Britain. Mackinder 

wrote lectures, and he wanted to illustrate them with a specific set of photographs. With this 

purpose in mind, he sent photographers on a trip around the Empire to capture scenes 

according to his precise instructions. For Mackinder, COVIC was a chance to put his ideas 

into practice. For us, it is an opportunity to see how geographical education looked when he 

had complete freedom to organise it as he deemed suitable.  

In the second chapter, “The Problem-Solving Discipline: The Birth of Imperial History”, I 

follow the creation of the first chairs dedicated to imperial history. I argue that we should 

understand the emerging field as the pioneers saw it. Imperial history was designed as a 

problem-solving history that promised solutions to contemporary dilemmas. Understanding 

the nascent field in this context allows us to uncover the unspoken premises on which 

imperial history stood. This approach enables us to scrutinise the conclusions that were 

drawn. Furthermore, it allows us to understand their thematic predilections and chronologies. 

Lastly, it will enable us to interrogate the geographical scope of their coverage. Just like the 

other case studies under scrutiny in this thesis, the eagerness to improve the imperial edifice 

preceded disciplinary and scientific innovations. That is to say, the emergence of imperial 

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History”, The Geographical Journal, Vol. 23, No. 4, 1904, pp. 33

422 - 423. 
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history was largely a by-product of the desire to reform the Empire. The first imperial 

historians saw themselves firstly as reformers and only secondly as historians.  

In the “Historiography of Imperial History” section, I analyse what has been written so far 

about the first imperial historians. I claim that only if we see the pioneers as imperial 

reformers can we understand the geographical and chronological scope of the nascent field, 

together with the thematic predilections of the pioneers and their conclusions and conceptual 

apparatus. The birth of imperial history should not be analysed without considering 

individuals who played a crucial role in its creation. These individuals used imperial history to 

project their political visions. Therefore, it is impossible to understand the new field without 

the intimate knowledge of its founders. Accordingly, in the section “The Pioneers”, I write 

about the individuals who created the field. 

I argue that the future determined the past. First of all, contemporary challenges pointed to the 

relevance of history. Second, these challenges dictated which part of history was deemed 

relevant. Therefore, the rest of the chapter is organised in a tripartite structure. I start by 

showing the most significant contemporary problems of Britain and its Empire in the eyes of 

the imperial history pioneers. I show that the perceived dangers were both internal and 

external. The rising wave of mass politics and the perceived imperial ignorance of the 

working classes caused concern. Furthermore, the potential independence of the Dominions 

provoked uneasiness. Outside of the Empire, the main threat was the rise of competitors. 

Similar to Mackinder, the pioneers of imperial history were convinced that the future 

belonged to big and powerful. “The tendency of the times is in the direction of great nations”, 

argued Hugh Egerton, the first Professor of colonial history in Britain.  Precisely these 34

 H. E. Egerton, The Origin & Growth of Greater Britain - An Introduction to Sir C. P. Lucas’s Historical 34

Geography, Oxford 1903, p. 181. 
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perceived dangers drove the intellectual endeavours of the pioneers. In other words, the 

history they were making sought to act as a remedy for these problems.  

In the section “Institutions: the Remedy”, I follow the creation of Britain’s first two 

professorships of colonial history, the Beit Professorship at the University of Oxford and the 

Rhodes Professorship at King’s College London. I demonstrate that both the people who 

operated behind the scenes and those who occupied positions associated with the chairs saw 

their engagement predominantly in the context of support for imperial reform. I point out that 

the primary motive for creating the chairs was the expectation that disseminating knowledge 

about the Empire would solve the Empire's problems. The outcome would be a strong and 

stable Empire that is in a position to face all external challenges. Similarly to Mackinder’s 

geography, imperial history was, above everything else, about values. It was more about 

nurturing affection for the Empire than the facts themselves. Remarkable similarities between 

the Beit and Rhodes professorships serve as proof that the emergence of imperial history 

emerged as a project with precisely defined contours.  

The pioneers of imperial history had a strong faith in the transformative forces of education. 

Perhaps, their plan fell prey to their own unanalysed faith that political loyalties could be 

moulded through a meticulously planned curriculum. However, I point to the rationality 

behind their logic. The number of students was rising over time. The universities were the 

place where ideas could be disseminated among ever larger audiences. Furthermore, the 

students represented the social group from which the governing elites would be formed. That 

is especially true for Oxford.  
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Moreover, targeting students of history was a good tactical decision for two additional 

reasons. Firstly, history was one of the most popular subjects. Secondly, students of history, 

especially those from Oxford, usually ended high up in the political hierarchy. Imperial 

history was a way to reach the next generation of leaders. Furthermore, imperial history was 

intended to reach a general audience. In this sense, these chairs' institutionalisation looks in 

part like a struggle for public opinion. If we want to understand their logic, we should 

remember that the implementation of the reform did not require the consent of the majority of 

the Empire's inhabitants. The pioneers only needed to swing British public opinion. The 

Empire ruled over hundreds of millions, but less than three million votes always won the 

parliamentary majority in Britain before the Great War. Therefore, it is not a surprise that the 

greatest enemies of the pioneers were not the colonial nationalists. Their greatest enemy was 

the “Little Englander” at home. 

The pioneers wanted to create a history that would change the way individuals thought about 

the Empire. This was the conceptual foundation on which their historiography stood. The first 

imperial historians wanted to solve particular problems with their actions. The history they 

produced was meant to act as a panacea. But medications can have their side effects. The 

unanswered question is: Were the historiographic productions of these chairs shaped by their 

pre-history and by the political projects which stood behind them? In the last section of this 

chapter, I demonstrate how the politics of the first imperial historians determined their 

methodology and thematic and chronological preferences. I show that the themes they studied 

and the conclusions they produced were subordinated to their reformist goals. For them, the 

history of the Empire was only the history of the whole and not the separate units. If history 

can create identities, separate histories could create distinct identities. I assert that the first 

imperial historians mainly studied so-called “colonial reformers” because they saw 

themselves as the next generation of reformers.  
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The third chapter follows the emergence of economic history. This case study is different 

from the other three due to the fact that the pioneers of geography, imperial history and IR 

were acting unopposed. In other words, they had rivals but not within the fields they were 

striving to create. The account of the emergence of economic history is simultaneously the 

chronicle of the conflict within political economy. I show that economic history emerged after 

long debates about the nature of economic science. As in the other chapters, I argue that 

academic innovators, the founders and the first practitioners of economic history were not 

primarily motivated by academic goals. We can only understand the drive for change, the 

creation of a new field of knowledge, and the goals of the newly established discipline if we 

take into consideration the reformist agenda of the first economic historians. They hoped to 

provoke change in the political and economic system of Britain and its Empire. 

I start the chapter by sketching the two opposing schools within British political economy. I 

follow the challengers, the proponents of the “historical school” who questioned the validity 

of the “orthodox economics” and who, at the end of this conflict, ended up as the creators of a 

separate field of economic history. I start the chapter by looking for the motives that prompted 

the challenge of “orthodox economics”. The first cause for this opposition was the conviction 

that the laissez-faire approach had harmful societal consequences. Secondly, the influence of 

the German historical school was crucial. If the pioneers of economic history in Britain 

already had their reasons to oppose orthodox economics, the works of the German historical 

economists offered a practical example of how to do it. The proponents of the British 

historical school admired Germany for its economic successes and social policies. However, 

the German historical school found a foothold among this group of British economists above 

because it was anti-cosmopolitan and focused not on individuals but on nation and state.  
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The chronologically last, but simultaneously the most important reason for the conflict 

between the two groups of economists was the question of the Empire. The pioneers of 

economic history surely exaggerated when they accused the supporters of orthodox 

economics of a lack of care about the Empire. However, the Empire represented a crucial 

dispute between the two groups of economists. Similarly to the other disciplinary pioneers 

studied in this project, the first economic historians operated in the either-or framework of the 

imperial future. They argued that the Empire faced a simple dilemma, either begin thorough 

reform or lose its power. William Hewins claimed that without a change, the outcome would 

be the disintegration of the Empire.  Therefore, their reasoning was that they ought to push 35

economics to a position where its work could serve the Empire. William Cunningham, for 

instance, hoped to uncover with his research the principles that regulated the rise and fall of 

great powers. The story of the attempt to make economics an imperial science was, I argue, a 

key piece in the story of the separation between economics and economic history. 

The title of the third chapter is “The Strange Birth of Economic History”. I argue that creating 

a separate space for economic history was not the goal of the pioneers. That is to say, creating 

economic history was not their initial goal. They created separate institutional space for 

economic history only after they realised they had lost the more significant battle for the 

nature of economic science. The professionalisation and institutionalisation of economics, 

which happened during the 1880s and 1890s, happened concurrently with fierce debates about 

the goals of economic science. Institutionalisation provided a chance for various individuals 

to push economics in a specific direction, reinvigorating the struggle for defining the 

parameters of what was going to be studied and what was not. Practitioners sought to 

 W. A. S. Hewins, The Apologia of an Imperialist - Forty Years of Empire Policy, Vol. I, London 1929, p. 52 - 35
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determine what constituted economics, what methods ought to be used, and what kinds of 

problems needed to be addressed. At the same time, they attempted to deal with the heritage 

of previous generations of economic thinkers.  

By analysing these debates, I point to two main tendencies. Firstly, the pioneers of economic 

history studied history, not for the sake of economic history itself. They turned toward the past 

in order to challenge contemporary economic teachings. The turn towards economic history 

sought to act as a corrective to turn-of-the-century orthodox economics. If we closely follow 

the biographies of economic historians, we can note that the desire for change predated the 

turn towards the past. They first became interested in reform and later studied economic 

history. Furthermore, they only saw themselves as practitioners of economics most of the 

time. The second tendency that I point to is that their unsuccessful attempt to win over the 

majority of economists in the country and their failed ambition to occupy the country’s most 

prestigious academic postings dedicated to economics prompted their desire to create a 

separate field. They created the first position for economic history only after they realised that 

their opponents had achieved academic superiority. It seems that the creation of economic 

history as a separate area of knowledge was developing in parallel with the emerging 

predominance of Alfred Marshall. He and his followers occupied key positions in Oxford and 

Cambridge, and Marshall eventually created the new Economic Tripos at Cambridge in 1903. 

I argue that this institutional defeat of the historical school led to the creation of the first 

economic history lectureship at the LSE in 1904.  

In the last section of this chapter, titled “Reinterpreting the Past”, I demonstrate how history 

was utilised as the basis which provided certification for anti-orthodox economics. Economic 

history pioneers focused their energies on a specific group of topics. They did not study topics 
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like slavery, the industrial revolution, or the study of the living standards of past centuries. 

What they studied ought to show that contemporary economic dogmas represented aberrations 

in the tradition of British economic thought. The pioneers sought to challenge them through 

historical research and to create a science that could benefit the Empire. In the words of 

William Cunningham, the research of economic history could “have a practical value to the 

statesmen”.  The pioneers of economic history saw themselves firstly as imperial reformers 36

and only secondly as scientists or academics. However, even though they hoped to change 

economics, they ended up creating economic history. Furthermore, despite their ambitions to 

participate in imperial reform, they left a mark in academia and not in imperial politics.  

The last chapter, “End of Greater Britain and Beginning of International Relations”, brings in 

a temporal argument for the entire thesis. According to the founders of geography, imperial 

and economic history, regardless of the challenges the Empire faced, a stronger, more unified 

imperial structure was seen as the solution. Before 1914, even when issues like migration 

were designated as global challenges that permeated the borders of the British Empire, the 

answers were imagined inside the space of British imperial sovereignty. However vague their 

conceptions of the reformed Empire were, a reformed imperial structure was seen as a 

solution to everything. The outbreak of the Great War, however, marked the start of a catalyst 

that fundamentally changed the disciplinary pioneers' assumptions. I believe three separate 

causes drove this evolution. Firstly, the war exhausted the Empire in different ways, but the 

financial exhaustion loomed over the future more than anything else. Secondly, especially 

from 1917 onwards, it became apparent that the Dominions did not have the slightest desire 

for a more centralised Empire. On the contrary, the future they imagined was about more and 

 W. Cunningham, Wisdom of the Wise - Three Lectures on Free Trade Imperialism, Cambridge 1906, p. 30. 36
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not less autonomy. Lastly, both the apparent financial power and military capacity of the US 

affected the way in which global relations were envisaged.  

This new reality meant that the imperial future needed to be reconceptualised. The imperial 

reformers became the architects of the world’s first chair and institutes dedicated to the study 

of international relations. I argue that we cannot fully understand how the new discipline of 

IR came about if we do not consider previous disciplinary innovations. As I will show, the 

goals of the reformers evolved. During the Great War, they realised that their original goal, 

namely, securing the imperial future by creating stronger bonds between parts of the Empire, 

was no longer possible. Even if the Dominions were in favour of the reform, and they were 

not, the Empire on its own was no longer in a position to deal with all the challenges it faced.  

This realisation made the disciplinary pioneers look outside of the Empire. If the Empire had 

been able to maintain one power standard in global politics, it seems that the turn towards the 

study of international politics would not happen in the way it did. The realisation of imperial 

weaknesses in practice meant that the survival of the Empire could not be secured solely by 

focusing on what was happening inside the Empire. This was the key factor that stood behind 

the turn towards the international sphere. Without the collapse of their original dreams, the 

dream to unite the Empire, we would have a different kind of IR. The new discipline of IR 

was a continuation of their struggle with the same means - it sought to produce knowledge 

that would help imperial statecraft. In other words, the new knowledge was there to help 

Britain navigate the world where allies were deemed necessary.  

After analysing the existing IR historiography, I go back to Halford Mackinder and follow his 

thought from 1910 onwards. I go back to Mackinder for several reasons. Mackinder is usually 
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not considered to be a pioneer of IR. I argue, however, that he should be. In this chapter, I 

demonstrate that cooperation between scientists and policymakers reached unprecedented 

levels during the war. During the war, governments of warring parties wanted to draw 

scientists to areas that were earlier closed to them. Social scientists were not put aside. In 

Britain, they served various departments and committees within the War Office, Ministry of 

Information and Foreign Office. The nexus of academia and politics was developing rapidly 

during the war. Angela Schwartz claims that developments during the war allow us to talk 

about an “academic-military-industrial complex”.   37

The individuals recognised as the pioneers of institutionalised IR served in various ministries 

during the war. They worked in order to solve the tasks set before them by someone else. 

They were civil servants, hired and paid by the British government. Unlike them, Mackinder 

acted alone, without specific instructions coming from elsewhere. From the start of the war, 

Mackinder contemplated the post-war order and focused on the realignment of borders. In a 

way, one can even argue that Mackinder’s wartime activities revolved more around 

international relations than those who later became recognised as IR pioneers. Furthermore, 

Mackinder is important because his evolution explains the developments that led to the 

creation of the institutionalised study of IR. I identify the new dogma as one where the best 

way to preserve imperial strength was no longer a call for internal imperial reform but to 

influence what was happening outside the Empire.  

In the next section, I turn to another group of individuals that feature prominently in the 

previous chapters. I focus on the Round Table, a group of imperial reformers that effectively 

 A. Schwarz, “Science and Technology (Germany)”, 1914 - 1918 Online: International Encyclopaedia of the 37

First World War. Accessed on 14.10.2020. It seems that the phrase comes from US senator Barry Goldwater, 
who talked about „scientific military industrial complex”. Science, vol. 164, No. 3881, 1969, p. 809.
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controlled the Beit Professorship of Colonial History. As well as Mackinder, the Round Table 

experienced an evolution in their thinking during the Great War. By 1918, the majority of the 

Round Tablers decided not to endorse further pleas for the reform of the Empire. The slow 

collapse of their Greater British dreams was, at the same time, the slow birth of IR. The 

members of the Round Table came up with ideas for the first institutes and university chairs 

dedicated to the study of international politics, and they guided these institutions in their 

initial years. The goal of the Round Tablers remained the same. The Empire was still the 

greatest object of their hearts. However, they looked for an alternative course of action in 

changing circumstances. In this section, I want to show that by setting the agenda or defining 

the scope for the future of IR, the Round Tablers hoped to protect imperial interests. With 

their suggestions for the post-war policies, they hoped to set up a system which would not 

further expose controversial issues of imperial policies. Considering this perspective, the 

emergence of IR seems like an application of the old model of disciplinary innovation in new 

circumstances.  

In the last section of the chapter titled “Turning towards the US”, I follow the ways in which 

the relations between Britain and the US affected the shape that IR took. I argue that the 

transatlantic relationship strongly influenced how IR was institutionalised. Before 1914, 

Anglo-American relations were rarely considered. The war boosted interest in the US. This 

was a consequence of the fact that during the war, it became evident that global power 

relations were shifting, and that the centre of power was moving slowly westwards across the 

Atlantic. The individuals gathered by the Round Table group, above all Lionel Curtis, laid the 

foundation of the new discipline. I argue that their actions should be understood in the context 

dominated by the realisation that no future management of global power relations would 

exclude the US. In this section, I retell the story of the foundation of the first institute 
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dedicated to IR - the British Institute of International Affairs. I demonstrate that the founders 

of IR operated within the framework already erected by previous disciplinary innovators. The 

envisaged function of the Institute was to act as an academic institution  Institutions were 38

created to guide public sentiments. Only now, these targeted audiences were not just in a 

single country.  

When in Paris in June 1919 for the Peace Conference, Lionel Curtis proposed the creation of 

the first institutions dealing with international politics; he argued that management of global 

relations required coordination: “for this purpose, the various bodies of experts in the different 

countries should try to remain in touch with each other”.  Curtis talked about unspecified 39

“different countries”. In reality, he had only Britain and the US in mind. I point out that the 

first institution dedicated to the study of international politics was envisaged as one institution 

with two branches, one in the US and one in the UK. The creation of the US branch was seen 

as a mechanism for bringing influential individuals from the US, closer to their British 

counterparts. If we have in mind the goals of the first practitioners, we can say that 

institutionalisation of the IR was a continuation of the Round Table’s imperial propaganda by 

other means. The study of international politics, Curtis hoped, would mould public opinion, 

which would, in turn, shape governmental policies. “The effect of such studies on the minds 

of a small body of experts will tend to reflect itself on the public opinions of the various 

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 38

Years and History 1918 - 1981, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1. “Report of the Provisional Committee appointed to 
prepare a Constitution, and select the original members of the British Branch of the Institute of International 
Affairs”, p. 6. 

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, “Memorandum - minutes of a meeting at the 39

Hotel Majestic on Friday, May 30th”, “Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early Years and History 1918 - 
1981”, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1.
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countries. These public opinions determine the policies of the government answerable to 

them”.  40

This research is based on a variety of sources. I rely heavily on the published works of the 

disciplinary pioneers. This is justified because the individuals studied in this thesis hoped to 

influence wide audiences, and published books and scientific articles were the prime medium 

of their communication. Furthermore, the perusal of their published works offers first-hand 

insight into the ideas they promoted and to ideas they disputed. Also, this approach is 

substantiated by one practical motive. In most cases, the personal papers of the individuals 

scrutinised in this thesis have not been preserved. This is most apparent in the chapter about 

economic history, where out of all the individuals involved, only one has his papers 

preserved.  The personal papers of William Hewins are kept in the University Library of the 41

University of Sheffield. Unfortunately, I planned to visit Sheffield during the spring of 2020. 

Due to the new travel rules, starting from April 2020, citizens of the Republic of Serbia 

cannot enter Great Britain if they are not residents.  

I reconstructed the emergence of the first economic history lectureship at the London School 

of Economics and Political Science based on documents from the LSE archives. Above 

everything else, the school’s yearly publication, the London School of Economics and 

Political Science Calendar allowed me to track how courses and lectures about economics 

developed from 1895, when the school was created, to 1903, when the first economic history 

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 40

Years and History 1918 - 1981, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1. “Report of the Committee Appointed by an informal 
meeting of persons attached to the British and American peace delegations at the Hotel Majestic on May 30th, 
1919”.

 R. P. Sturges, Economist’s Papers 1750 - 1950: A Guide to Archive and other Manuscripts Sources for the 41

History of British and Irish Economic Thought, Durham NC, 1975, pp. 2, 81. Sturges points out that Joseph 
Shields Nicholson’s and William Ashley’s papers have not been preserved. The same applies for Lilian Knowles 
and William Cunningham. 
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lectureship was established. Given that economic history emerged as a consequence of 

conflict within political economy, the pages of The Economic Journal, where adherents of two 

opposing schools of thought confronted their opinions, provide valuable insight. Important 

testimonies are kept in the papers of their opponents. Chiefly the correspondence of Alfred 

Marshall contains valuable source material.  William Hewins was the only one who left 42

something that could be described as an autobiography.  The daughters of William Ashley 43

and William Cunningham, Annie Ashley and Audrey Cunningham, produced interesting 

combinations of biography and memoirs dedicated to their fathers.   44

Thanks to the longevity of Mackinder’s career, his enthusiasm, and his relentless work ethic, 

researchers of his career are confronted with ample source material. Mackinder regularly 

published for thirty-five years. Both his books and articles were sometimes written for expert 

audiences, members of the army and fellow geographers. Conversely, his books and articles 

were occasionally made for general audiences and children. Each, in its way, allows us to 

follow the evolution of his politics and science. I studied the creation of Britain’s first school 

of geography and Mackinder’s role in this process based on the School of Geography Papers, 

located in the Bodleian Library in Oxford. The only wholly preserved lecture notes 

Mackinder made are located in the LSE archives. Just like in the case of economic history, 

official publications of universities - London School of Economics and Political Science 

Calendar and Oxford University Gazette - allow us to follow the courses and lectures 

Mackinder organised. His parliamentary career allows us to study every speech he made as an 

 The Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, Economist, Volume 1 - Climbing 1868 - 1890, ed: J. K. Whitaker, 42

Cambridge 1996; The Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, Economist: Vol. II - At the Summit 1891 - 1902, ed: J. 
K. Whitaker, Cambridge 1996. 

 W. A. S. Hewins, The Apologia of an Imperialist - Forty Years of Empire Policy, Vol. I, London 1929. 43

 A. Ashley, William James Ashley: A Life, London 1932; A. Cunningham, William Cunningham - Teacher and 44

Priest, London 1950.
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MP, by virtue of Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates collections. I have studied his decade-long 

association with the Colonial Office based on Colonial Office files from The National 

Archives in London and Royal Commonwealth Society Collections located in the Cambridge 

University Library.  

Like Mackinder and the pioneers of economic history, the first imperial historians wrote 

voluminously. The specificity of their case is that they preferred books over other mediums. 

As a result, historians of the emerging field of imperial history have ample source material to 

go through. The Oxford University Gazette enables us to follow the development of imperial 

history at the University of Oxford. The official archive of the University of Oxford, stored in 

the Bodleian Library, gives details about the foundation of the Beit Chair of Colonial History. 

As I show in Chapter Two, the work of the Beit Chair was effectively controlled by the Round 

Table group, which is apparent from the Round Table Papers that are also stored in the 

Bodleian Library. The investigation of the Imperial Studies Committee, which spearheaded 

the promotion of imperial studies, is done based on the papers held in the University of 

London Archives, which are located in the Senate House Library in London. I examined the 

creation of the Rhodes Professorship of Imperial History based on documents from the King’s 

College London Archives. The official publication of the college - King’s College London: 

Calendar - enables us to follow the development of lectures and courses dedicated to imperial 

history. The Minutes of the Delegacy, the records of the governing body of the College, allow 

us to follow how the chair developed from an institutional point of view. In contrast, the 

Papers of Ronald Montagu Burrows, who served as the Principal of King's College from 1913 

to 1920, offer more intimate insight into goals of the individuals who created the chair. 
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The chapter about IR starts with the evolution which Halford Mackinder experienced after he 

left academia in 1908, and it utilises the same sources as the first chapter. The last chapter, 

which is focused on the role that the Round Table group played in the establishment of IR, is 

based on The Round Table Papers and the official publication of the group, The Round Table 

Quarterly. The last part of the chapter is based on the Council on Foreign Relations Records, 

which are located in the Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library at Princeton.  

* * *  

This thesis is the outcome of the research journey that started three and a half years ago. I was 

privileged to have extraordinary institutional and personal support that has made this time 

immensely gratifying. The Graduate School Global Intellectual History in Berlin proved to be 

the ideal environment for professional development. Moreover, it has offered personal support 

and an intellectual community. I am filled with gratitude for the faculty that placed such faith 

in me. The regular colloquiums and yearly retreats were the moments when some of the ideas 

presented in this thesis were tested and improved. I am grateful to my fellow fellows for their 

camaraderie and their support.  The faculty selflessly devoted their time to my colleagues and 

me. For the record, I must state that on one occasion, I received lengthy feedback from one of 

the faculty members on the 31st of December. Furthermore, the Graduate School offered 

generous assistance for long and numerous research trips, without which this study would not 

have been possible. Additionally, I am thankful that the Graduate School supported my desire 

to spend two terms abroad. Above everything else, I felt support to pursue and develop my 

own strand of thoughts. Exactly this represents the most important inheritance of my graduate 

studies.  
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By virtue of the Max Weber Stiftung, I was awarded a Research Scholarship at the German 

Historical Institute in London. During that time, I did most of the research in Oxford and 

London.  Milan Grba gave me advice that made my research in British Library more efficient 

and enjoyable. During Michaelmas Term in 2018, I was affiliated with the Centre for History 

and Economics at the University of Cambridge. During this period, my hitherto vague and 

wavering project got its final form. I am indebted to Professor Duncan Bell, who supervised 

my work during my stay in Cambridge. During the Winter Term of 2019/2020, I was a 

visiting scholar at the Princeton University Department of History. I am grateful to professor 

Jeremy Adelman who not only helped me to come to Princeton, but also opened the door of 

his home for me. During my stay in Princeton, I was fortunate to be supervised by Professor 

David Cannadine. I am grateful for invaluable professional advice and support, which did not 

stop when I returned to Berlin. 

I owe a considerable debt to everyone who helped me along the way. First and foremost, I am 

grateful to those who offered their advice by reading parts or the entirety of this thesis, above 

all to Jeremy Adelman, Duncan Bell, David Cannadine, Sebastian Conrad, John Darwin, Saul 

Dubow, Andreas Eckert, Harold James and Branko Milanović. My colleagues, graduate 

students and friends offered their time and energy to make my argument clearer and the focus 

of the thesis sharper. They provided not only suggestions, but even more importantly, they 

were there with encouragement when I needed it the most. I am thankful to Oscar Broughton, 

Laura Channing, Natalija Dimić, Paulina Dominic, Helena Ivanov, Nicole Jundt, Rob Konkel, 

Daniel McKay, Pablo Pryluka, Pascale Siegrist, Veljko Stanić, Lukas Utzig and Matthäus 

Wehowski. As always, my family proved to be the constant source of unremitting support. 

The most significant help came from my supervisors. I could count on them for everything. 

Professors Andreas Eckert and Duncan Bell gave their best to help me to navigate this project. 
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During this time, my supervisors provided an endless stream of comments on the margins of 

draft versions of this dissertation. They pointed to many unconvincing parts of this thesis. I 

have done my best to improve them. The remaining flaws are my own responsibility.  
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5. Halford Mackinder and “Thinking Geographically”: Geography 

and Imperial Reform 

5.1 Introduction 

In 1887, Halford Mackinder was appointed to the Readership in Geography at Oxford 

University. The Readership was the first of its kind in Great Britain. At the time, no other 

British university had a chair, an institute, a faculty or a school dedicated to geography. The 

beginning was not smooth. According to Mackinder’s own testimony, his first lecture had an 

attendance of three. Two of whom were women who just needed refuge for their knitting 

session. However, prior to the First World War, the reputation of the new subject was high. 

Geography was taught across British universities and became an important part of elementary 

and high school curricula. This chapter explores that transformation. It aims to analyse the 

change that occurred and uncover the forces behind it. The chapter focuses on Halford 

Mackinder due to the fact that his career and writings epitomise the evolution of British 

geography.  

Mackinder's character was meticulous, and the nature of his writing was voluminous. During 

his career, he was engaged in political, scientific and educational endeavours. In short, he was 

one of those individuals who left traces across a broad spectrum of activities. Above 

everything else, he played a key role in the transformation of British geography. He was the 

main protagonist in the process of the creation of modern geography as an independent 

discipline. In British geography, we can confidently say there is a time before and after 

Mackinder. When the young Mackinder first appeared in front of the Royal Geographical 

Society (RGS) members in 1887, he gave a talk published soon after under the title “On the 
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Scope and Methods of Geography”.  This lecture became the “institutional and intellectual” 45

fundament of contemporary British geography.  After Mackinder’s lecture, The Times stated 46

that RGS stood before a choice. It could either become a modern scientific society or stay a 

club gathering those interested in travellers’ stories.  One of the leading experts on 47

Mackinder, Garry Kearns, asserts that Mackinder “made an outstanding contribution to the 

development of British geography”.  Others claim that “modern geography, and indeed 48

imperial geography, was largely the creation of Mackinder”.   49

Mackinder institutionalised geography as an independent discipline. He did so in many ways: 

he established the first geographical Readership, the first Geographical school within one 

university, and the first diploma course in geography, and he contributed to the fact that 

geography became a widely studied subject. However, institutionalisation was not only about 

new institutions, departments and curriculums. During this process, he infused geography 

with a specific set of values. Researchers noted that Mackinder moved geography away from 

a physical approach to the subject. Furthermore, he was not primarily interested in fieldwork 

and exploration. He saw geography as a discipline which served as an aid to statecraft, and 

under his influence, the scope of questions posed by geographers moved towards 

geopolitics.  Therefore, even though he himself never used the term, Mackinder is 50

 H. J. Mackinder, “On the Scope and Methods of Geography”, pp. 141–60.45

 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, p. 44. 46

 B. W. Blouet, Halford Mackinder: A Biography, College Station 2010, p. 44.47

 G. Kearns, “Fin de siècle geopolitics: Mackinder, Hobson and theories of global closure”, in: Political 48

Geography of the Twentieth Century: A Global Analysis, ed: P. J. Taylor, London 1993, p. 15. 

 R. Symonds, Oxford and Empire - The Last Lost Cause?, Oxford 1991, p. 141.49

 R. A. Stafford, “Exploration and Empire“, in: The Oxford History of the British Empire, Vol. V. 50

Historiography, ed: R. W. Winks, Oxford 1999, p. 300; W. H. Parker, Mackinder – Geography as an Aid to 
Statecraft, Oxford 1982.

Page  of 44 353



remembered as one of the founders of geopolitics.  Probably no one had put it better than 51

David Livingstone: “Mackinder was a politicised geography and a geographical politics. 

Mackinder’s geography was hammered out on a political anvil and his politics were forged in 

a geographical crucible”.  Mackinder's reputation seems to be fair. The diagnostic and 52

prognostic analyses he formulated were not only ripe with social-darwinist vocabulary. 

Moreover, his portraiture of the human past reveals that he took eternal struggle as an article 

of faith. War was considered legitimate and necessary. Only war can give an answer if a 

situation arises in which important issues are at stake for two sides., he argued.   53

Mackinder died in 1947. However, there was no immediate academic interest in a 

(re)evaluation of his work. The reasons for this have to do with a very specific group of 

Mackinder’s followers. During the Second World War, geopolitics became perceived as the 

Nazi science.  Mackinder’s work had a strong impact in Nazi Germany. Both Carl Schmitt 54

and Karl Haushofer pointed to him as an inspiration. Schmitt claimed that he owed a lot to 

geographers, “most of all to Mackinder”. Haushofer revered Mackinder as a “geopolitical 

genius”.  During the Second World War's peak, eighty-year-old Mackinder had to defend 55

himself from accusations that he inspired Nazism.  Only after the notion of geopolitics 56

gained a more neutral meaning when Henry Kissinger in 1979 published The White House 

 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, pp. 3 – 4. The term “geopolitics” was first used by Rudolf Kjellén in 51

1899. Geopolitics entered English language in 1924. M. Jones, R. Jones, M. Woods, An Introduction to Political 
Geography, London 2004, p. 5.

 D. N. Livingstone, The Geographical Tradition - Episodes in the History of a Contested Enterprise, 52

Cambridge MA 1992, p. 196

 H. J. Mackinder, The Modern British State, London 1914, p. 175.53

 A. Gyorgy, Geopolitics: The New German Science, Los Angeles 1943.54

 C. Schmitt, The Nomos of the Earth, New York 2003, p. 37; H. H. Herwig, The Demon of Geopolitics - How 55

Karl Haushofer “Educated” Hitler and Hess, London 2016, p. 124; G. Kiss , “Political Geography into 
Geopolitics: Recent Trends in Germany”, Geographical Review, Vol. 32, No. 4, 1942, p. 644; I. Bowman, 
“Geography vs. Geopolitics”, Geographical Review, Vol. 32, No. 4, 1942, p. 657. D. N. Livingstone, The 
Geographical Tradition, p. 245.

 Life Magazine, “Geopolitics - The Lurid Career of a Scientific System which a Briton Invented, the Germans 56

Used and Americans need to study”, 21. 12. 1942, pp. 106 – 111.
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Years, the first studies of Mackinder’s work appeared.  However, despite scholars' temporary 57

lack of interest, policy-makers never forgot Mackinder. When George Kennan defined the 

“containment policy” in the late 1940s, his language reflected Mackinder's ideas. At the same 

time, the language of British strategists was equally “Mackinderese” in character. When the 

Cold War was near its end, and immediately afterwards, Mackinder's ideas were again on the 

agenda of policymakers, from Zbigniew Brzezinski to Paul Wolfowitz.   58

Mackinder had two main pursuits in his life. Firstly, he hoped to popularise and establish 

geography as an independent discipline. Throughout his life, Mackinder occupied himself 

with educational issues, sometimes in a theoretical and sometimes in a practical manner. His 

desire to create new schools, form or reform school curriculums, and remodel existing or 

create new universities never waned. Immediately after graduating from Oxford in 1883, 

Mackinder took on an important role at the Oxford University Extension Project, which aimed 

at providing education for the masses. He was the author of numerous elementary school 

textbooks, scientific articles and monographs.  Mackinder played a significant role in the 59

reform of geographical education in schools. A contemporary noted: “he [Mackinder] did his 

utmost to improve the teaching of the geography of the British Empire in all schools 

throughout the Empire”.  He was the first Reader in Geography in Great Britain. He 60

attempted, without success, to establish a School of Geography in London. He successfully 

 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, p. 23.57

 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, pp. 25, 7; Z. Brzezinski, The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and 58

Its Geostrategic Imperatives, New York 1997, pp. 16, 38, 87. Today several institutions carry Mackinder’s name. 
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 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, pp. 43, 163.59
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created the School of Geography at Oxford - the first of its kind in Britain.  He played a part 61

in establishing the University of Reading and the London School of Economics and Political 

Science. Furthermore, from 1892 to 1902, he served as the Principal of the University College 

Reading. From 1903 to 1908, he served as the director of the LSE.  

Mackinder’s second pursuit was politics. He did not only aim at creating science that would 

help statesmen. He desired to participate in policymaking. He wanted to apply science in 

politics. Maybe that is why policymakers, unlike researchers, never lost sight of Mackinder. 

From 1910 to 1922, Mackinder was a conservative-unionist MP. With the benefit of hindsight, 

we can say that his political choices prevented him from reaching the highest echelons of 

government. He was allied with liberal imperialists at the time when conservatives had the 

majority. He sided with the conservatives shortly before liberals began their seventeen-year-

long stint in power (1905 - 1922). His political career peaked soon after the First World War 

was over. In 1919, he was appointed as a High British Representative with the command of 

the White Russian forces of General Denikin.  He was present at the Paris Peace Conference 62

in 1919, although it remains unclear in what capacity.  63

Mackinder’s geographical ideas, party affiliations and understanding of international relations 

changed over time. However, throughout his lifetime, there was one persistent viewpoint. The 

thriving British Empire remained the ultimate point of Mackinder’s loyalty. He believed that 

volatile times lay ahead of the Empire. New adversaries and worrying trends were on the 

horizon. His perception was that the relative power of the largest empire in the world was 

 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, p. 45.61

 W. H. Parker, Mackinder, p. 47.62

 Parker argues that Mackinder was in a committee that was dealing with the question of Saarland. However, 63
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fading. At the same time, the number and strength of pretenders were rising. Throughout his 

political career, Mackinder saw the solution in one practical measure. The stronger bonds 

between Britain and its colonies - or in the contemporary language between the Mother 

Country and its colonies - embodied in some more inclusive imperial arrangement were seen 

as a cure-all. Mackinder called for establishing firmer links between Britain and the colonies 

during his first attempt to enter Parliament during the 1900 election campaign and in his 

maiden parliamentary speech in 1910.  When in 1908, Mackinder left the LSE and informed 64

Beatrice Webb of his decision to leave, he was confronted with the question why. He replied: 

“The man I shall be working with most will be [Alfred] Milner and the subject I shall be 

working at will be the consolidation of the Empire”.  For the likes of Milner and Mackinder 65

“consolidation” was the term that stood as a symbol for imperial reform.  Webb’s brief diary 66

entry from 1919 shows that Mackinder’s political loyalties suffered no discontinuities. “H. J. 

Mackinder lunched with us: we had not seen him since the outbreak of war. He is still a 

stalwart imperialist and tariff reformer”.  Even after the First World War was over, when it 67

became evident that the self-governing territories were moving towards more autonomy and 

perhaps even independence, Mackinder continued to propagate the unification of different 

parts of the Empire.   68

 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, p. 51; Hansard: vol. XIV, February 23rd 1910, pp. 320-321. Mackinder 64

was, more often than not, quite vague when it came to defining which parts of the Empire ought to be included 
into this new imperial structure. Inferring from his vocabulary we can conclude that Mackinder rarely, if ever, 
had in mind dependencies. For instance in his 1900 election campaign speech, Mackinder said: “No other course 
is open to us than to bind Britain and her colonies into a league of democracies”. The notion of league of 
democracies clearly included only self-governing territories of the Empire. 

 London School of Economics and Political Science Archives, “Diary of Beatrice Webb”, May 19th 1908.65

 Milner defined imperial consolidation in the following way: “nothing less than this: that the several States of 66

the Empire, however independent in their local affairs, however dissimilar in some of their institutions, should 
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appear, and be, a single Power, speaking with one voice, acting and ranking as one great unity in the society of 
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1906 Milner claimed: “the maintenance and consolidation of what we call the British Empire should be the first 
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Even though Mackinder moved geography away from exploration, geographers were still 

expected to be explorers during his formative years. In 1899, he became the first European to 

climb Mount Kenya, the second-highest African mountain.  Given the wide variety of 69

Mackinder’s activities, it is not surprising that his life provoked interest among researchers. 

He did not only attract the attention of historians. Moreover, the majority of research was 

done by geographers. The geographers were also the ones who “rediscovered” Mackinder. 

William Henry Parker published the first biography in 1982.  Brian Blouet published his five 70

years later.  Both of these books include important insights and are rich in biographical 71

details.  

However, Blouet’s and Parker’s books, and numerous articles on Mackinder, are marked with 

a tendency to analyse Mackinder’s thought simply by testing the truthfulness and adaptability 

of his ideas and geopolitical forecasts. The presumed veracity of his prognoses was, more 

often than not, what made Mackinder an object of interest. He was studied in order to probe 

the exactness of his geopolitical assumptions. The consequence of this was that Mackinder’s 

ideas were even “tested” in the contemporary context and in a spatial setting which never 

attracted his attention. His ideas about global power relations were scrutinised to analyse 

diverse topics, such as New Zealand's geopolitical position and even outer space's 

 The twenty volumes of his notebooks and journals from this trip are held in the Bodleian Library. See: GB 69

0162 MSS. Afr. r. 11 - 30

 W. H. Parker, Mackinder.70

 B. W. Blouet, Halford Mackinder.71
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geopolitics.  Parker, the first biographer of Mackinder, as already mentioned, even argued 72

that Mackinder could not be understood within the context of his era.   73

Mackinder’s latest biography was written by Garry Kearns.  It is by far the most convincing 74

work on Mackinder. It is exceptionally well-researched and offers a persuasive interpretation 

of the political and social context in which Mackinder operated. Blouet’s and Parker’s books 

follow the linear biographical narrative. On the other hand, Kearns examines Mackinder in 

context of his main preoccupation - the British Empire. However, all biographies of 

Mackinder share the same characteristic. Geographers wrote all the books. That fact left a 

mark on the questions the authors posed. Their interests reflected inner disciplinary concerns. 

Blouet and Parker tested Mackinder’s forecasts, and Kearns hoped to disjoin contemporary 

geography from the geopolitical heritage of the discipline. 

Kearns, who produced a captivating book, did not simply study Mackinder for the sake of 

knowing more about turn-of-the-century geography. Throughout the book, Kearns compares 

Mackinder’s ideas with those of John Hobson, Élisée Reclus, and Pyotr Kropotkin, other 

influential turn-of-century geographers. This is unsurprising, given that with these 

comparisons, Kearns demonstrates contemporary alternatives to imperialism. At the same 

time, a comparison of that sort is a methodologically sound practice, given that it points to 

what was unique to Mackinder’s geographical thinking. However, Kearns utilises Mackinder 

and his “conservative geopolitics” to launch his own concept of “progressive geopolitics”.  75

 P. Mayell, “Beyond the `Outer Crescent`: The Mackinder Century in New Zealand Geopolitics”, The 72

Geographical Journal, Vol. 170, No. 4, pp. 368 – 376; E. C. Dolman, “The Geographical Pivot of Outer Space”, 
in: Global Geostrategy: Mackinder and the Defence of the West, ed: B. W. Blouet, New York 2005.

 W. H. Parker, Mackinder, p. 162.73

 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire.74

 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, p. viii. 75
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In an article published a year after the book, Kearns stressed that he was fighting with the 

Mackinder’s geopolitics. As already noted, he wrote that engaging with imperial legacy in 

science was not just a historical exercise but „an urgent political responsibility”.   76

Kearns’ questions predetermined the answers. Because of his focus on what seems a fixed 

core of Mackinder’s imperialist dogma, Kearns fails to notice a few important developments. 

Mackinder’s transformation from a convinced navalist to a staunch believer of the 

predominant importance of land power, the most significant change in his thinking, is barely 

noticed by Kearns. In 1902 Mackinder wrote Britain and the British Seas as a navalist. Yet, in 

1904 in “The Geographical pivot of History”, Mackinder completely changed his views. 

Kearns’ focus on Mackinder, “the imperialist,” did not always leave enough space for the 

fluidity and developments within Mackinder’s thought.  

As I have tried to demonstrate above, the writings on Mackinder either attempted to examine 

the accuracy of his geopolitical predictions or used Mackinder as an example of deleterious 

science, the reckoning with which became a political necessity. This has left consequences for 

the nature of our knowledge. This chapter of my thesis aims to pose and answer hitherto 

unexplored questions. The main one is: were the universities and schools, for Mackinder, a 

lighthouse that could emanate a specific set of values and propagate imperial reform? In other 

words, was the reform of schools’ curriculums, scientific innovations and the emergence of 

geopolitics simply a consequence, or even an unintended consequence, of a battle for the 

 G. Kearns, “Geography, geopolitics and Empire”, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, New 76

Series, Vol. 35, No. 2, 2010, p. 198. In the introduction to his book, he wrote: “I identify, then, a Progressive 
Geopolitics that I oppose to the Conservative Geopolitics of Mackinder and ‘cadres of spellbound familiars and 
enslaved disciples’. Progressive Geopolitics could, and still can, point to features of international relations that 
are simply not conjured by the philosophy of the rival tradition. My book finishes by describing some of these 
hopeful dimensions of our modern world, the reality of non-violence, justice, and cooperation”. G. Kearns, 
Geopolitics and Empire, p. viii.
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hearts and minds of the citizens of the British Isles? My answer is yes. I aim to show that the 

force that transfigured geography was Mackinder’s desire to transform the Empire.  

Previous research showed that Mackinder was an imperialist. The Empire was the key point 

of his political loyalty. I will show that his approach to the Empire was not simply any 

approach. His imperialism was not subdued to tacit approval of overseas expansionism or 

simple pride in the extent of British possessions. Mackinder’s imperialism was, above 

everything else, embodied in his desire to reform the Empire. This may, at first glance, look 

like a marginal footnote to the already clear fact that Mackinder’s most extraordinary loyalty 

was the one towards the Empire. Kearns, and others, noticed that imperial considerations 

shaped scientific endeavours. As already noted, Livingstone argued that Mackinder brought 

geography to politics and politics to geography. Mackinder’s politics shaped his geography. 

However, without a proper understanding of his politics, we lack the means to understand his 

geography correctly.  

The evolution that came with Mackinder cannot be explained by simply noting that he was an 

imperialist. Mackinder, the imperialist, did not appear after generations of anti-imperial 

geographers-explorers so that we can explain evolution with his political views. On the 

contrary, long before Mackinder, the link was established between expansionism and the 

study of the earth's physical features. It is not enough to stop at saying that his ideological 

position distorted his scientific principles. That is to say, if we attempt to establish the causal 

link between Mackinder’s scientific innovations and his imperial politics without paying 

attention to the essentially reformist character of his imperialism, we fail to notice what drove 

the change that Mackinder epitomised. In 1902 Mackinder became a member of the 

Coefficients club. The report about one of the club’s meetings, which Mackinder and Leopold 
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Amery compiled, states that the power of Britain “could only be attained by that closer union 

with the Colonies known as Imperialism”.  Imperialism became identified as the kind of 77

politics that led towards a stronger union between Britain and its overseas possessions. This is 

what Kearns and others failed to notice about Mackinder. For him, "imperialism” had an 

intrinsic connection with the reform of the Empire.  

What caused the change of foci of scientific inquiry embodied by Mackinder’s innovations? 

This is the key question for understanding the development of geography in early twentieth-

century Britain. It seems necessary to understand what made Mackinder rebalance the 

attention of geography. We need to inquire about what drove changes in inner disciplinary 

conversations and comprehend what kind of hidden order of thoughts provoked it. It is 

impossible to point to a single cause that explains everything Mackinder did. However, I 

argue that the desire to preserve, i.e., reform the Empire, overshadowed all other 

considerations. If we entertain this possibility, that, in turn, allows us to understand the ways 

in which Mackinder interpreted and modified the scientific inheritance he encountered. The 

main characteristics of Mackinder’s geography revolved around the axis of imagined imperial 

reform. Mackinder moulded inherited geographical traditions and merged them with 

contemporary scientific trends in such a way that his “new geography” served his political 

goals.  

I point to four main characteristics of Mackinder’s geography. Firstly, Mackinder’s science 

was designed for a new age that the world was entering. This age was sketched with dark 

colours as dangerous and volatile. These gloom-ridden forecasts moved Mackinder towards 

 London School of Economics and Political Science Archives, “ASSOC 17 - The Coefficient”, Meeting 77

15.6.1903. The minute book of the club is not paginated. Emphasis mine. H. G. Wells was present during the 
Coefficients meetings. He noted that “Hewins, Amery, Mackinder declared themselves fanatical devotees of the 
Empire”. R. Dahrendorf, A History of the London School of Economics and Political Science 1895 – 1995, 
Oxford 1995, p. 77.
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more engaged thinking. It also made his conclusions less descriptive and more of a list of 

prescriptions and proscriptions. Consequently, his geography was not so much about new data 

but new problems.  His geography was a response to the changing nature of global power 78

relations. If the citizens of the Empire were to be informed about these pressing issues, 

Mackinder needed to disseminate this knowledge. I consider the quest to reach diverse 

audiences to be the second characteristic of his work. His reformist goals made him try to set 

an agenda of conversations and attempt to secure the acquiescence of the interlocutors. His 

goal was to influence how people think about space, which ought to influence how 

individuals think about politics. In his own words, he wanted people to “think 

geographically”. This is the third characteristic of his geography, where we can see his 

geography not as a stable entity but as a set of practices dependent on his goals. In this 

isolated setting, we can note the relationship between the themes of his science and the 

problems that he thought the Empire was facing. The fourth and last characteristic of his 

thinking was that his geography was essentially geo-history. In this part, I trace the emergence 

of Mackinder’s grandest ambition, an attempt to master the way in which geography shaped 

history.  

The chapter is constituted of two segments. In the first one, I follow Mackinder’s biography in 

a more detailed manner. In the second, I analyse the four main characteristics of his 

geography. These two segments are correlated. The first part will bring some new 

biographical discoveries. However, its primary purpose is to serve as a basis for my argument. 

I will use Mackinder’s biography to test my central hypothesis: the assumption that most of 

his scientific innovations were subordinated to one general underlying principle. The goal of 

his politics was to preserve the Empire through reform. The first and necessary step was to 

 Jon Agar noted: “First, a problem has to be recognised as such - problematisation is not a given but an 78

achievement”. J. Agar, Science in the Twentieth Century and Beyond, p. 4.
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convince the British population of the importance of the Empire. This became the goal of his 

scientific and educational policies. For Mackinder, the posts he held were a high ground from 

where he could project his reformist-imperial content.  

Subsequently, in the segment about the key attributes of his science, I will show how each of 

these attributes was moulded by Mackinder’s desire to use science to spread the word about 

the quintessential significance of the Empire. Mackinder is considered to be one of the 

founders of geopolitics. My argument is that the birth of geopolitics can be seen as an 

unintended consequence of his scientific and educational policies, whose main goal was to 

fight what he thought was anti-imperial ignorance in Britain. I will conclude the chapter with 

an analysis of the Colonial Office Visual Instructions Committee (COVIC). This educational 

project was the only time when Mackinder was entirely in charge of educational policy, 

without any interference from the university or state authorities. Therefore, the COVIC 

project allows us to see Mackinder’s vision of geography’s educational and scientific purpose 

in an isolated setting.  

5.2 Overview of Mackinder’s Biography 

It is not difficult to spot continuities in Mackinder’s thought. The major one was his attitude 

towards the British Empire, an idealised and glorified entity which consumed most of his 

energies. His first speech as an MP was a summary of his views. From the start of the speech 

to its end, it was about the Empire. He saw a problem in the vast number of white migrants 

leaving Britain and the Empire. This was weakening the Empire, he believed. He took a 

stance on tariff controversy, a heated debate about protectionism and free trade, because, 

according to Mackinder, inaction threatened the imperial structure. He identified the problems 
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the Empire was facing, and he pointed to a solution. The remedy for imperial problems was a 

stronger connection between the centre and the periphery. This, in turn, could support the 

creation of a large naval fleet that could maintain British predominance.  For all the complex 79

problems, Mackinder’s solution was simple - a more unified Empire was a cure-all.  

Mackinder rarely missed the opportunity to mention the crucial importance of imperial 

defence, even during the debates when foreign policy was not on the agenda.  As an MP, he 80

was not afraid to speak up his mind. When he thought the Empire was in danger, he did not 

choose his words with much care. In 1911 he accused Henry Campbell Bannerman, the Prime 

Minister, of working towards the dissolution of the Empire.  The Empire was the main thread 81

in Mackinder’s political thought, a constant that appeared in his youth and stayed with him 

throughout his life. 

According to family tradition, the Mackinders settled in Lincolnshire, in eastern England, in 

the 18th century. The family left Scotland after the Jacobite uprising (1745 - 1746).  The son 82

of physician Draper Mackinder, Halford was born on the 18th of February 1861.  During his 83

early childhood, young Halford was surrounded by relatives who, for business reasons, 

travelled around the Empire and passed him stories about British possessions. Later in his life, 

 Hansard, vol. XIV, February 23rd 1910, pp. 315 - 318, 320-321. Mackinder did not simply point towards the 79

all-encompassing solution. He actively supported the tariff reform campaign and in his elementary school 
textbooks he urged children not to leave the Empire: “Those who can find work to-day in Britain should stay 
here among their friends, but those who have not work should cross the ocean and make new homes for 
themselves in Canada, or Australia, or New Zealand, or South Africa. In all these lands they will remain the 
subjects of our King, Edward VII; the same flag will be theirs, and they will not be among foreigners”. H. J. 
Mackinder, Our Own Islands, London 1907, p. 298. 

 Hansard, vol. XVI, April 13th 1910, p. 1286.80

 “I say that the policy which you are following, as shown by the making of these treaties is driving your own 81

Colonies away from you, and that you are responsible by your delays and by your blindness for the breaking-up 
of the Empire, which under your very eyes is in progress”, Hansard, vol. XIX, July 21st 1911, p. 1475.

 B. W. Blouet, Halford Mackinder, p. 3.82

 Ibid, p. 6.83
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Mackinder claimed that the first event that stuck in his memory was the news about the Battle 

of Sedan. In September 1870, young Halford rushed from the post office to his family home 

with important information. He informed his family that the French Emperor had surrendered 

with the whole of his army. He did not stop at that. He collected all the news he found and 

wrote down the key details in a special notebook.  Young Halford often played riding his 84

pony and imagining that he was the king of some faraway island, an island he discovered in 

his father’s library. He considered how he would improve the island's economy and civilise its 

backward inhabitants.  Quite literally, the improvements of the Empire were with Mackinder 85

from his earliest youth.  

From 1874 to 1880, Halford was a pupil of Epson College.  His favourite subjects were 86

history and geography. In his free time, he drew maps and read books about geography, 

history and the adventures of Captain Cook.  He was awarded a scholarship to the University 87

of Oxford for his meticulous and diligent attitude towards school.  In October of 1880, he 88

became a student of Christ Church. He decided to study physics, chemistry and botany.  89

Immediately as he enrolled, Mackinder joined a group of student societies. His choices speak 

volumes about his interests. He joined the Oxford Kriegspiel Society, which simulated war 

games of Imperial German general staff, and organised exercises, camping, and lectures about 

 E. W. Gilbert, “The Right Honourable Sir Halford J. Mackinder, P. C., 1861-1947”, The Geographical 84

Journal, Vol. 110, No. 1/3, 1947, p. 93; B. W. Blouet, Halford Mackinder, pp. 5 – 6; G. Kearns, Geopolitics and 
Empire, p. 37; H. J. Mackinder, “Тhe Round World and Winning of Peace“, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 21, No. 4, 
1943, p. 595.

 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, p. 37.85
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military tactics and topography.  Mackinder also joined the Oxford Volunteer Force, with 90

whom he did some military training. During his time with Oxford Volunteers, he was 

promoted to Captain.   91

Mackinder found intense militarism and imperialism at Oxford, especially in the Oxford 

Union, a debating society where Mackinder was active and served as president in 1883.  If 92

Mackinder was fascinated by the Empire from his youth at Oxford, he found a perfect 

environment to develop his passion further. He received a degree in physical sciences in 1884 

with First class honours. In spite of that fact, he felt that his education was not finished. 

Following a degree in physical sciences, Mackinder decided to pursue another degree, a 

combination of history and anthropology. Students usually spend three years preparing for the 

final Honours examinations in history. Mackinder attempted to pass the examination after 

only one year and was successful.   93

After graduating, Mackinder joined the Oxford University Extension Project. This undertaking 

aimed to bring higher education through lectures that were organised throughout England to 

the uneducated masses.  Mackinder’s lectures, driven by his desire to present geography as 94

something more than a simple collection of toponyms and travellers’ tales, usually attracted 

large audiences. Nothing speaks more about the level of his dedication better than the estimate 

of the number of his lectures. During three years in which he was affiliated with the extension 

 T. Webber, Our Friend “The Enemy”: Elite Education in Britain and Germany Before World War One, 90

Stanford 2008, pp. 19, 118; G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, pp. 39 – 40.

 B. W. Blouet, Halford Mackinder, p. 21; The London Gazette, 21. 3. 1884, p. 1350.91
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project,   Mackinder gave around 600 lectures and covered 30 000 miles.  News about the 95

talented lecturer and his ideas about geography reached the RGS, which, in turn, invited 

Mackinder in 1887 to present a paper on “new geography” to its members. This was when 

Mackinder presented his seminal paper “On the Scope and Methods of Geography”, which 

launched his academic career.   96

Even though he was young and inexperienced, Mackinder had a clear vision of what kind of 

geography he wanted to create. He hoped that his “new geography” would help statesmen 

understand global power relations. In front of the audience assembled by the RGS, Mackinder 

argued that “irrational political geography” was nothing more than a vast and irrelevant bunch 

of facts.  This was a bold statement to make in front of the most prestigious geographical 97

society in the country, yet, Mackinder did not pay much attention. He showed early on that 

generalisations, and attempts to uncover laws of causality, were placed high in the ethos of his 

science. He also claimed that geographers should turn towards human communities and 

analyse them as entities in the fight for survival.  In the years that followed, Mackinder 98

positioned his vision of science in relation to practical measures and policy making. In other 

words, geography should deal with the position of the Empire in global affairs. He hoped to 

create a science that could help contemporaries understand the ways in which the political 

relations of leading powers are affected by features of the physical world.  

 R. Dahrendorf, op. cit, p. 74.95
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As a result of his tendency to observe human communities as combative units, Mackinder 

understood international relations as a phenomenon shaped by the “conception of permanent 

struggle”.  According to Mackinder, nature was merciless. Therefore, similar rules were 99

applied in the struggle between human communities. This marked his understanding in 

practice, not just in theory. He asked: “How have we held the markets of Lancashire and our 

chief foreign markets, including China and India?” The answer was brief: “By force”.  In 100

human communities, the force was an element that could not be curbed, an element which 

was essentially unrestrainable. Accordingly, for Mackinder, the force was the key element of 

international politics.  Social Darwinism was strongly present in the RGS, and Mackinder 101

was not the one who introduced it.  However, he did introduce something else. According to 102

Mackinder, the key fact of political geography was “the extent of the red patches of British 

dominion upon the map of the world”, representing “the cartographical expression of the 

eternal struggle for existence”.  This set of beliefs proved to be the basis of his simplistic 103

black-and-white vision of the imperial future.  

The imperial dilemma was simple: the Empire could either choose to be strong enough and 

oppose other powers, or it could decide to join the group of small states that could only 

survive by living in misery.  Thus, the quest for power was never-ending because it was the 104

quest for supremacy. There was no identifiable level of power that could guarantee survival 

due to the fact that survival meant being the strongest. The level of power that could ensure 
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survival, was rising due to the emergence of competitors. Mackinder wanted to push 

geography so that it could contribute to the struggle for predominance. His grim view of the 

future fueled this. The search for a way in which the Empire could survive gained importance 

because of rising global competition. That quest marked not only Mackinder’s academic 

career but also his political engagements.  

In 1900, Mackinder sided with the liberal-imperialists. During the “khaki” elections of 1900, 

Mackinder stood for Parliament on a liberal-imperialist ticket. They represented a group 

within the Liberal party, who, unlike most liberals, supported the Boer War and wanted to 

establish the connection between the party and “the new imperial spirit”.  The leadership of 105

the liberal-imperialists called for the government to abandon anti-national tendencies and 

accused it of failing to benefit from the rising patriotism among the British people.  It is not 106

surprising that Mackinder entered the arena of party politics during the Second Boer War 

(1899 - 1902). He became engaged with politics precisely at the moment when the relative 

weakness of the Empire was manifested for the first time. The lack of quick success of the 

British Army proved to be a substantial psychological shock for the British public.  Even 107

though the opponent was incomparably weaker, the war dragged on for almost three years. 

The question that emerged was if the British army had troubles with the Boer farmers-turned-

soldiers, how would it perform against well-trained armies of other great powers?  

 B. Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform - English Social Imperial Thought 1895 – 1914, Cambridge MA 105
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This is when we need to analyse trends in Mackinder's attitudes towards inner-political 

questions. During the Boer War, British Army had to reject three out of five candidates due to 

the fact that they did not fulfil physical standards. These standards were so low that 

contemporaries saw them as “pathetic”.  Mackinder was a big supporter of social reform. 108

However, social reform was not the goal in itself. Moreover, the reform aimed to secure the 

strengthening of the Empire. The Franco - Prussian war (1870 - 1871) was the first conflict to 

exhibit the importance of mass armies. An important question emerged: what kind of armies 

could be raised from the malnourished and unpatriotic working class?  This question only 109

gained importance after the dismal performance of the British Army in the Boer War. 

Mackinder stated that if the Empire wanted to survive, it had to be transformed.   110

Mackinder’s attitude towards social reform allows us to understand the character of his social 

Darwinism and to see the overarching importance of the Empire for his politics and, therefore, 

his science as well. Throughout his career, Mackinder supported social reform. He worked 

with the Oxford University Extension Project to spread education among the masses who 

could not afford it. He became the first president of the University College Reading, and he 

played an important role in creating this university, whose goal was to serve the needs of all 

classes of society.  Even though his party, the Liberals, loudly opposed the 1902 Education 111

 G. Searle, A New England, p. 305108

 B. Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform, p. 11.109
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Act, Mackinder strongly supported it.  In the years before the Great War, Mackinder again 112

defied party affiliations and supported the worker's legislation of Lloyd George.   113

In 1918 Mackinder, again as an opposition MP, supported the Education act that raised the 

earliest school-leaving age to 14.  What motivated Mackinder to act in this way? Mackinder 114

took the premises of social Darwinism, survival of the fittest and strongest, together with the 

notion of eternal conflict and brought it to a global scale. Instead of looking at Britain through 

a social-Darwinist lens, he looked towards the entire globe. The world became a stage where 

the powerful dominate and the weak disappear. Social reform ought to make Britain better 

prepared. Categories he defined for internal politics served precisely this purpose. The 

“minimal standard” ought to make workers healthy and able, which would, in turn, increase 

British “man power”, which was a product of the number of citizens and their quality.  115

Internal political policies were subdued to the performance of Britain on the global stage.  

During his 1900 campaign for parliament, Mackinder argued that a large Empire was the key 

to the defence of Britain and British interests. He argued: “I believe that no other party is 

sufficiently free to achieve the security of our federal Empire. Without that Empire, little 

England, however true to herself, would soon be less safe when confronted by the military 

powers…No other course is open to us than to bind Britain and her colonies into a league of 

democracies, defended by a united Navy and an efficient Army”.  Even though the Empire 116

 W. H. Parker, Mackinder, p. 92. The act modernised the system, however, the key consequence was the 112
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was in no way federal, Mackinder presented his vision in this way. In a reformed federal 

Empire, Mackinder saw a way to protect British possessions from new opponents, which used 

all of the resources of their vast territories. He did not say either what the federal Empire 

looked like or which territories it ought to include. Kearns notes that this vagueness was 

typical where the notion of a “democratic Empire” included the self-governing territories but 

excluded indigenous peoples.  It seems that the idea of a “federal Empire” was considered to 117

have the potential to be effective with the electorate even if it remained not fully explained.  

During the 1900 elections, Mackinder was unsuccessful. Even though he was considered a 

coming man among the liberals, he left the party.  In 1903, he joined the Tory party, Joseph 118

Chamberlain and his crusade to introduce preferential tariffs and to end the British free-trade 

approach to world markets. The tariff reform aimed to protect the merchandise produced in 

the Empire.  For Mackinder, above everything else, it was a way to ensure Britain had 119

continuous and safe access to raw materials.  The idea of strengthening the Empire, and 120

inter-imperial connections, through tariffs and the intensification of economic links between 

Britain and the colonies attracted Mackinder. He defended his move from one party to another 

with the statement that no one could say that the Empire was not at the top of his agenda.   121

Mackinder believed that the protectionist policies of other powers represented an attack on 

England. His logic was that if these trends were not countered, the resources of other 

countries would grow, whereas the British resources would disappear. He posed the question 
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of whether the Empire should wait until the plan of British enemies was obvious or whether 

Britain should act on the first sign of danger before it was too late.  Here, to act meant 122

adapting British tariff policies to the protectionist policies of other great powers. Mackinder 

believed it was unsustainable that Britain continued to be the only Great Power with free trade 

policies.  

Mackinder hoped that the British economy would rely more on industry and less on finances 

in the future. “This is the age of steel”, he asserted and added that steel was more important 

than cotton.  Unlike the l production, cotton production did not improve defence capacities. 123

Mackinder attacked liberal defenders of free trade with an accusation that they watched the 

destruction of national industries disinterestedly.  The dilemma was simple for Mackinder - 124

the capital was powerless against military power.  This is where we can see why the Empire 125

was so important for Mackinder. Some supporters of Greater Britain saw intrinsic value in the 

Empire. For Mackinder, the Empire was important because it allowed the prosperity of 

Britain. The British Isles did not produce enough food for themselves, because so many 

workers were engaged in heavy industries.  In this sense, Britain could not ignore the world 126

even if it wanted to. Britain was dependent on outside territories both for export and import. 

Mackinder declared: “the relationship of Britain to the outer world may now be compared to 

those of a market town and its surrounding country”.  From Mackinder’s point of view, the 127

tariff reform had a double purpose.  
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 H. J. Mackinder, The Modern British State, p. 85.123
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 Ibid, p. 61.125
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On the one hand, it could bring the Empire closer together.  The unity of the Empire was 128

achievable only if it was more beneficial than in the present system for parts of the Empire to 

trade with each other rather than with other countries.  On the other hand, through tariff 129

reform, Britain was securing markets for its exports and the sources of its imports. British 

economic prosperity, or even stability, was hard to maintain without the Empire. In 1902 

Mackinder declared that free trade was beneficial for the leading economy in the world.  130

Obviously, he soon stopped considering Britain to be in that role. 

Mackinder was a founding member of two important political clubs created in London in the 

early 1900s. Firstly, together with the leaders of the Fabian movement, in 1902, Mackinder 

founded the Coefficients. The club was formed to bring the supporters of imperialism closer 

together with the advocates of social reform.  Mackinder saw himself close to both causes. 131

The club members met once a month, and each time, they discussed a single issue. The club’s 

second meeting, which took place on the 15th of June 1903, dealt with the question: “For 

what end is a British Empire desirable?”. The report that Mackinder and Leopold Amery 

compiled stated: “there was a general agreement among members that in practice the Empire 

was for them an object in itself”. The report claimed: “To use the words of one member, he 

‘no more asked himself why he became an Imperialist than he asked himself why he fell in 

love’”. Despite the romantic overture, we can also see that the Empire was not simply an 

object of love in this report. The Empire was there for Britain and not the other way around. 

The members agreed that “England alone was rapidly becoming, relatively to other 

 W. H. Parker, Halford Mackinder, p. 70.128
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communities, a small state,” and maintaining its position could be achieved only with stronger 

intra-imperial cooperation.   132

Imperialism became identified as the kind of politics that led towards stronger bonds between 

„the Mother country” and overseas possessions. The Empire was seen as a cure for 

contemporary problems. It provided secure markets for British exports and was a stable 

source of raw materials. At the same time, closer bonds between different parts of the Empire 

were seen as a way in which Britain could remain relevant in an age that favoured powers 

with massive and congruent territories. 

The question of free trade was dividing the Coefficients.  Eventually, the tariff reform 133

controversy from 1903 split the Coefficients into two groups. Therefore, in 1904, with Alfred 

Milner, Leo Amery and a few others, Mackinder founded a new club, the Compatriots.  Its 134

members defined themselves as “constructive imperialists”, just like with the understanding 

of the “imperialism” adopted by the Coefficients, where “imperialism” implied 

transformation, the understanding of the “constructive imperialism” by the Compatriots 

brought a transformative character to the concept of imperialism. One of the founders of the 

Compatriots, William Hewins, described “constructive imperialism” as the “deliberate 

adoption of the Empire as distinguished from the United Kingdom as the basis of public 

policy”.  This is what remains unnoticed.  135

 London School of Economics and Political Science Archives, “ASSOC 17 - The Coefficient”, Meeting 132

15.6.1903. The minute book of the club is not paginated. 

 R. Dahrendorf, op. cit, p. 79.133
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Imperialism, as understood by Mackinder, was about transformation. Dissatisfied with the 
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Illustration 1: Halford Mackinder (1861 - 1947). The photo was taken between 1903 and 1908 
when he served as the Director of the LSE: Source: London School of Economics and Political 
Science Archives, LSE/LSE History Project Photographs/5/1



relations between Britain and the colonies, the Compatriots promoted the “united Empire” 

ideal. Just like “league of democracies” and “federal Empire”, “united Empire” was one of the 

terms that did not symbolise precise constitutional rearrangement. However, it symbolised the 

direction in which imperial politics should move. The stance of the Compatriots towards the 

issues of imperial defence and the imperial economy was in accordance with their ideals of a 

more unified Empire. With this in mind, it was not surprising that they were especially active 

in the times of Imperial Conferences, in 1907 and 1911, when the representatives of the self-

governing dominions gathered in London.  Richards Symons argued that the Compatriots 136

were created as a forum to strengthen the imperial faith of its members.  In the period before 137

the First World War, the club acted as an unofficial Conservative think tank.  Mackinder’s 138

dedication to the Compatriots' work constituted a break between two different periods of his 

career. The part of Mackinder's career where academic work was at the centre of his attention 

ended. From 1908 onwards, Mackinder was slowly abandoning all of his non-political 

obligations.  

Mackinder became the second director of the LSE in December 1903. He held the post until 

1908.  “Indeed so competent a director has he been that he has virtually run the whole 139

business”, Beatrice Webb noted in her diary. When in 1908, Mackinder announced that he 

would leave the school, Webb, curious about his plans, posed many questions to Mackinder, 

to which he was reluctant to reply. He only stated briefly that he would be working with 

Milner to achieve “the consolidation of the Empire”.  By then, Milner had been trying to 140

 E. H. H. Green, “The Political Economy of Empire 1880 – 1914“, in: The Oxford History of British Empire, 136
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secure funds that would enable Mackinder to abandon his academic posts and devote himself 

entirely to imperial politics for some time.  Finally, in February of 1908, Amery approached 141

Mackinder “to go into politics”.  The money to support Mackinder came from the Rhodes 142

Trust, where Milner was a trustee. It was planned that Mackinder should privately study the 

problems that may appear on the agenda of the next Imperial Conference. Also, Mackinder 

was supposed to collect “statistical ammunition” for those who supported the cause of 

imperial unity.  But Mackinder was not planning to act from the sidelines; he was preparing 143

for his next attempt to join the Parliament.  144

Mackinder’s attempt to become an MP in the by-election of 1909 had the same fate as his first 

attempt in 1900. He was unsuccessful.  The constituency Mackinder contested in 1909, 145

Hawick Burghs, elected only liberal MPs since it was introduced in 1868. During the 

elections of 1910, individuals from the party's highest ranks wanted Mackinder to stand in a 

constituency where Conservatives were sure winners. However, Mackinder did not want an 

easy way into the Parliament. He decided to stand for Glasgow’s Camlachie constituency, 

where voters mainly were shipyard workers and where in 1906, Liberal Unionists achieved 

only marginal victory over Liberals and Labour Representation Committee. It was not the 

easiest constituency for a conservative and a unionist.  Mackinder’s main message was an 146

imperial one. In his campaign, he called for the creation of a Greater Britain. He wanted to see 
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“a group of…nations, the Britains, with one fleet on the ocean…and one foreign policy”.  In 147

1910, he managed to get into Parliament, where he stayed until his retirement in 1922.  

Throughout Mackinder’s career, the Empire remained at the centre of his loyalties. 

Geographer and anthropologist Herbert Fleure noted that the Empire was the dream for which 

Mackinder would “gladly have sacrificed himself”.  The fundamental notion of Mackinder’s 148

relationship towards the Empire was his conviction that Empire needed to be reformed. Even 

during the First World War, Mackinder hoped that the result of the war would be greater 

imperial unity. He claimed that the possible unification of the Empire “will be one of the great 

results of this War”.  His aspiration was that the end of the war would create a specific 149

“psychological moment”, making the creation of the unified Empire more likely. “It will be 

possible to achieve things at that moment, if you do not let the opportunity pass, which it may 

never be possible to achieve subsequently”, he believed. If this opportunity was missed, 

Mackinder warned, its consequences would have been equal to the missed opportunity to 

reconcile the Celts and the Teutons during the Medieval period.  In the following sub-150

chapters, I aim to show that Mackinder’s politics was the force behind the transformation of 

geography. The politician in Mackinder shaped Mackinder, the geographer. His science's 

characteristics, values and ethos were dependent on his vision of an imperial future.  
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5.3 Characteristics of the “New Geography”  

5.3.1 Institutionalisation: the Quest for an Audience 

Mackinder’s geography had four main characteristics, and all four were subordinated to his 

imperial-reformist goals. The first was that he hoped to reach broad audiences with his new 

science. New geography was never designed to be a subject without practical applicability. 

Moreover, it was intended to be applicable. If a greater level of imperial unity was ever to be 

achieved, Mackinder believed, the population of Britain had to be reassured about the 

importance of the Empire. However, the people had to be reached. Mackinder’s geography 

was a legitimisation of his political agenda. It was conceptualised in such a way that it served 

a political purpose. He pointed out that geographical education “in-calculated the idea of civic 

responsibility to the Empire”.  This approach to education was with Mackinder for a long 151

time. During the time when he worked with the Oxford University Extension, he was exposed 

to the notion of the transformative character of education. In a pamphlet he co-wrote in 1891, 

he asserted that a carefully prepared curriculum could not fail to inspire patriotism.  The 152

Oxford University Extension programmes were, at the same time, tacit criticism of the state 

for not doing enough for the education of its citizens. It was argued that other “civilised 

countries” provided “education both primary and secondary, either free of cost, or at a very 

trifling cost, for all its citizens”.  What changed over time with Mackinder was the idea that 153

education could not only be used to inspire patriotism but imperialism as well. In 1910, as 

 Bolton Evening News, “Teaching of History - its Place in Empire Education”, June 1st 1907, p. 5. Mackinder 151
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over the conference. 
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already noted, he declared that the future of the Empire depended on statesmanship and 

schoolmastering.   154

Mackinder was aware that high-quality education was reserved for the upper classes.  Ever 155

since his childhood, he experienced class divisions inside British society. He was visiting the 

poor and tiny houses of working-class families with his father, a physician.  Mackinder was 156

preordained to feel these differences since he was in the middle of them. He did not only see 

the poor living conditions of the lower classes. Mackinder was not allowed to play with the 

“socially inferior” children in his youth. However, adult Mackinder, the university professor 

and respected scientist, was simply a “Philistine” for the leader of his party, an aristocrat, 

Arthur Balfour.  As a consequence of the Representation of the People Act 1884, Britain 157

considerably increased the electorate. Therefore, Mackinder believed it was essential to 

influence the working classes' thinking. That was to be done through education.  As already 158

noted, Mackinder, a member of the opposition party, supported the 1902 Education Act and 

the 1918 Education Act. 

Mackinder’s meticulous work with the Oxford University Extension Project (from 1885 to 

1887) meant that for two years, he toured Britain and talked about his “new geography”. As I 

pointed out earlier, these lectures earned him the invitation to the RGS. His lecture “On the 

scope and methods of geography” followed. As a result of his efforts and suggestions, the 
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RGS and Oxford University decided to create a Readership in Geography at Oxford.  In 159

1887 the Readership in Geography was established, the first in the United Kingdom.  The 160

beginning was not easy. There was no room set aside for the teaching of geography, no 

instruments and no suitable maps. It was also difficult to attract students. Geography was no 

longer considered a part of the natural sciences and hadn’t yet earned a place in the Modern 

History or Literae Humaniores curriculum. Oxford did not even have suitable maps.  161

Furthermore, there was no initial interest in geography. Mackinder’s first lecture attracted an 

audience of three. “At my opening lecture there was an attendance of three, one being a Don, 

who told me that he knew the Geography of Switzerland because he had just read Baedeker 

through from cover to cover, and the other two being ladies who brought their knitting, which 

was not usual at lectures at that time”.  However, Mackinder’s lectures soon started to 162

attract large audiences. In 1888, 80 students attended his lectures on “The geography of the 

British Isles with special reference to history”.  163

During 1892, Mackinder visited several universities in the US and gave lectures at Princeton, 

Johns Hopkins and Harvard.  It seems that he was especially impressed by Harvard’s 164

Geographical Department, its laboratories and the fact that researchers there, compared with 

their British colleagues, could devote more time to research due to the lack of teaching 
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obligations.  Mackinder also saw at Harvard that it was not just offering geography courses; 165

it produced trained geographers.  By then, five years after the Readership was established, 166

Mackinder's ambitions were not fulfilled. “We have still to create what there is in almost 

every German University - A Geographical Institute”, he stated.  He came up with the idea 167

to create a School of Geography. The idea probably originated during his tour of the US. 

Mackinder justified his proposals by claiming that Berlin, Harvard and Vienna already had 

similar geographical schools.  The plan was soon labelled “Mackinder’s scheme”.  168 169

He solicited support from the RGS, knowing that it had both financial means and influence to 

convince Oxford to create such a school. In a letter to the RGS’s president, Mackinder wrote: 

“We want in England something corresponding to the Geographical Institute of Vienna, or at 

least to the less developed Geographical Department of Harvard University”.  Afterwards, 170

Clements Markham, the RGS’s president, wrote to Oxford’s highest officials. In his letter, he 

rephrased Mackinder’s thoughts: “I may now draw your attention to the fact that at Berlin, 

Vienna and Harvard universities there are schools of geography well equipped, and each 

provided with several teachers. My suggestion is to help to found an equivalent school at 

 Bodleian Library, GE 11, “Report 1891-1892: Geographical Education - The Year's Progress at Oxford and 165
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Oxford, which would stand alone in this country”.  This is the moment where we can notice 171

Mackinder’s real goal. His vision of the institute’s purpose did not end with the training of 

geographers, although that represented the necessary first step. His goal was to reach the 

broadest possible audience, which meant reaching the pupils in schools. In a letter to 

Markham, he declared, “the Schools especially the great public schools will never take up the 

serious study of Geography until it has been proved that it can be made a consistent 

intellectual discipline”.  In the private correspondence with the president of the RGS, 172

 Bodleian Library, University of Oxford Archives, School of Geography Papers, GE 11A, “Markham to 171

Oxford’s Vice-Chancellor”, pp. 9-10.

 Bodleian Library, GE 11A, “Mackinder to Markham”, 6.3.1895, p. 5. 172
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Illustration 2: The staff of the Oxford School of Geography with the 
first candidates for the Diploma in Geography, June 1901. Mackinder is 



Mackinder called for the institutionalisation of geography so that later it could reach children 

in schools.   173

Mackinder’s first idea was to set up a new institute in Oxford. However, he soon realised that 

London, as the imperial centre, represented an ideal location. London was the capital and the 

financial centre of the Empire. It attracted more scientists than Oxford.  The RGS was 174

prepared to contribute part of the funding.  Throughout the 1890s, Mackinder continued to 175

pursue his goal. In 1895 he became the President of the Geography Section of the British 

Association for the Advancement of Science. He dedicated his presidential address to the 

question of education. His message was the same as in previous years. “In England geography 

has no appreciable position in degree-examinations; there are no examinations at all for the 

post of secondary teacher, nor is there anywhere in the land anything really comparable to the 

German Geographical Institute”.  Mackinder continued to propagate the need to create a 176

School of Geography in the coming years.  In the end, his idea was realised, but not in 177

London. Instead, it was created in Oxford, as Mackinder initially desired. It was recognised 

that the costs would be lower in Oxford and that it would be fruitful to attach the new school 

 This can explain the chronology of Mackinder’s writings. He started writings books for children twenty years 173
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with the already existing lectures in geography.  Britain’s first School of Geography was 178

inaugurated in October 1899 and Halford Mackinder was its first director.   179

From his earliest lectures, Mackinder’s syllabus was focused on Empire-related issues. His 

University Extension lectures from 1888/1889 included one titled “History and geography of 

international politics”.  Due to the lack of sources, it isn't easy to establish the exact content 180

of Mackinder’s lectures. However, we can get at least a glimpse of it by going through the 

titles of his lectures over the years: “Economic and Political Geography”, “The Economic and 

Strategic Geography”, “Geographical Conditions of Modern International Politics”, “The 

Geographical Factor: The History of Western and Central Europe”, “Historical Geography”, 

“The British Empire in Geographical Perspective”, “The Geographical Controls of Production 

and Communication”.  However, at least as strong as his desire to lecture about the Empire 181

was his eagerness to create new geography teachers. With that goal in mind, the diploma 

course in geography was established at Oxford in 1899.   182

Mackinder's desire for institutionalisation did not stop with the Oxford School of Geography. 

His energy was unremitting. He served as president of Reading University from 1892 to 1903. 

Ever since 1898, he taught at the LSE, where he became Lecturer in economic geography.  183

Given that he remained Reader at Oxford until 1903, between 1898 and 1903, he held three 
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different academic positions in three cities, London, Oxford and Reading. After he became 

director of the LSE, Mackinder continued to think about geography as a science with practical 

usability. His inaugural lecture at the LSE was not preserved, yet the title is telling. He gave a 

talk on “The need of scientific method in affairs”.  As already noted, the Second Boer War 184

shocked the British public and revealed many flaws in the British armed forces. One of these 

flaws had to do with the movements and manoeuvres of troops.  The army lacked proper 185

maps, and its officer core lacked proper geographical education.  Together with Richard 186

Haldane, then Secretary of State for War, Mackinder organised a course for the army officers 

at the LSE.  The special courses for officers, with lectures on business methods, statistics, 187

geography and transport were organised from 1906 to 1914. This brought Mackinder in close 

contact with the Army, and on several occasions from 1907 to 1914, he lectured to military 

audiences outside of the LSE.   188

Mackinder’s zealous work paid off. In the first decade of the twentieth-century universities 

around Britain were establishing their geographical schools or lecture schemes.  What 189

Mackinder hoped to achieve was indeed accomplished. This was not true just for geography. 

As a director of the LSE, Mackinder supervised the extension of various strands of post-

graduate research. When asked what contribution at the LSE made him most proud, he 

replied: „during my time the school changed over from a wholly evening establishment and 
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was placed on the Treasury Grant list”. When Mackinder left LSE, he left behind solid post-

graduate and research elements. Available data shows that in 1906 there were 181 post-

graduate in England and Wales. LSE was home for 69 of them.  190

The important question is, who was the target audience for Mackinder’s geography? It seems 

that his first goal was to reach a wide audience. That is why he hoped to make geography an 

obligatory school subject. Earlier I pointed out that precisely this played a role in the 

institutionalisation of geography, for Mackinder believed that if geography is not a separate 

discipline, schools will not treat it as worthy of study. Secondly, his geography was designed 

for the British population. His lectures at Oxford were attended by international students as 

well. It seems that this did not make Mackinder particularly happy. He claimed: “I cannot help 

feeling that what we now most urgently need is the means of giving a complete geographical 

training to a select few of our students”.  His collaboration with the armed forces points to 191

the third audience he hoped to reach: politicians and experts. When the Diploma Course was 

established at Oxford, Mackinder hoped that those who passed the course would find their 

calling in either party politics or as teachers.  He believed people who were running the 192

Empire needed a better understanding of it. When Mackinder originally proposed the creation 

of the Oxford School of Geography, he argued: “with the establishment of this school, there 

will be no excuse for such ignorance among those who may have the conduct of Empire’s 

affairs”.  Mackinder worked fast because he believed that the times were changing.  193
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5.3.2. New Science for the New Age 

In 1890, for the first time, Mackinder noted the revolutionary character of his age, incarnated 

in the shrinking character of space. For ages geography shaped human interactions, and “then 

suddenly George Stephenson almost reversed in this respect the whole current of history. The 

resistance of water continued to fall, it is true, but that of land fell so out of all proportion that 

it is now lower than that of water”.  The relations between various parts of the planet used to 194

be curbed by distances separating them. Technological improvements meant that distance, as a 

factor, was losing importance. Thus, a significant change was happening in the world. The 

change in Mackinder’s thinking was about to come. In Britain and the British Seas, published 

in 1902, he claimed that the Columbian discoveries and the widening of the world had moved 

the British Isles from the geographical margins towards the centre of the globe. “Thus [with 

Columbian discoveries] Britain gradually became the central, rather than the terminal, land of 

the world”, Mackinder wrote.  195

Less than two years later, in his seminal article “The Geographical Pivot of History”, he 

claimed that historians in the remote future would say that the Columbian epoch lasted 400 

years and that “it ended soon after the year 1900”.  Mackinder, a convinced navalist in 1902, 196

soon re-conceptualised his understanding of the globe. In 1904 he located the “pivot” of 

global power in the Eurasian land-mass. He believed that the power of land-based empires 

 H. J. Mackinder, “The physical basis of political geography”, Scottish Geographical Magazine, Vol. 6, No. 2, 194

1890, p. 79.

 H. J. Mackinder, The Britain and the British Seas, p. 1 - 5. 195

 “When historians in the remote future come to look back on the group of centuries through which we are now 196

passing, and see them fore- shortened, as we to-day see the Egyptian dynasties, it may well be that they will 
describe the last 400 years as the Columbian epoch, and will say that it ended soon after the year 1900”. H. J. 
Mackinder, “Geographical Pivot of History”, p. 421.
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would grow, and the future belonged to them.  The Russian Empire now occupied the 197

central strategic position in global terms, and Germany was best positioned in Europe.  If 198

initially Mackinder only noticed the evolving character of his times, now he started to see the 

Empire on the receiving end of these changes. In Mackinder's view, the “pivot area” of the 

globe was the location of the greatest sources of power. The railroads opened the vast riches 

of the Asian interior, rich with ore, oil and grain.  Other researchers of Mackinder failed to 199

note that he located the source of global power in the area where the British Empire was not 

present. Not only was Britain not present in the “pivot area”, but as a sea Empire, it could not 

reflect its power and prevent others from using its resources. 

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History”, p. 433.197

 Ibid, p. 436. 198

 Ibid, p. 434. 199
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Illustration 3: “The Natural Seats of Power” from: H. J. Mackinder, “The 
Geographical Pivot of History”, p. 435.



The “pivot area”, the vast Eurasian territories rich with resources, that were home to many 

empires in the past, could again be utilised by an empire aspiring to global predominance. 

Mackinder believed that the world was entering a new age, and the first foundational block of 

that conviction was the notion of the changed character of space and the diminished 

importance of distance. In Mackinder’s view, the Empire was potentially facing an adversary 

who could use resources from the “pivot area”. Vast distances were no longer a factor that 

made that quest impossible. At the same time, when the “pivot area” was becoming 

accessible, other powers were protecting their economies with trade barriers. Mackinder saw a 

threat in the potential emergence of great self-reliant economic systems outside of the 

Empire.  Protectionist policies of other great powers were a way to achieve just that. Britain, 200

on the other hand, was “no longer a self-sufficing organism”.  In 1909 Mackinder returned 201

to the question of technology and distances: “in 1870 only 10% of the world’s shipping was 

moved by steam, today only 10% is moved by wind more over, transcontinental railways are 

competing with oceanic traffic, and cables, wireless telegraphy, and telephones have given a 

fresh mobility to ideas”.  Britain was returning to the pre-Columbian epoch. “The text books 202

often speak of the advantage obtained by this country [Britain] from the fact that it lies in the 

centre of the land hemisphere. But I think that a truer conception would regard it as lying at 

the end of the land ways in the pre-Columbian times and at the end of the Oceanian ways in 

the Post-Columbian times”.  Just like in the pre-Columbian times, Britain was not at the 203

centre of the world. 

 B. W. Blouet, “Halford Mackinder and the Pivotal Heartland“, in: Global Geostrategy: Mackinder and the 200

Defence of the West, ed: B. W. Blouet, New York 2005, pp. 8 – 10.

 H. J. Mackinder, Britain and British Seas, p. 341.201

 H. J. Mackinder, “Geographical Conditions Affecting the British Empire I: The British Islands”, p. 474.202

 Ibid, pp. 471 - 472.203

Page  of 83 353



Ronald Hyam argues that pessimism was characteristic of Edwardian thinking about the 

Empire.  Mackinder’s views should not be described as pessimistic, but he thought the 204

Empire was entering volatile times.  This volatility was expressed in the changing nature of 205

distance caused by technological progress. This development disturbed the balance between 

sea and land-based powers. In 1890, Mackinder argued that “the balance of geographical 

advantages has already inclined against England”. Britain maintained its position by “inertia”. 

Mackinder believed that geography was a factor that shaped events in the past. Many British 

achievements have been made possible by “past geographical advantages”. Unlike the 

benevolent past, the contemporary situation turned for the worse.  In the past, powers 206

oriented towards the sea enjoyed an advantage.  

This was no longer the case. When Britain was conquering the world, the geographical 

conditions were favourable to her. “In the presence of vast Powers, broad-based on the 

resources of half continents, Britain could not again become the mistress of the seas. Much 

depends on the maintenance of a lead won under earlier conditions”, Mackinder wrote in 

1902.  He added: “The whole course of future history depends on whether the Old Britain 207

beside the Narrow Seas have enough of virility and imagination to withstand all challenge of 

her naval supremacy, until such time as the daughter nations shall have grown to maturity, and 

the British Navy shall have expanded into the Navy of the Britains”.  Faced with burgeoning 208

competitors, the British Empire needed to close its ranks and develop its inter-imperial 

 R. Hyam, “The British Empire in the Edwardian Era”, in: The Oxford History of the British Empire, Vol. IV, 204

The Twentieth Century, ed: Roger Luis, Oxford 1999, p. 50. 

 The notion of crisis was often utilised by the proponents of Greater Britain, in order to point to the urgency of 205

their cause. See: D. Bell, Idea of Greater Britain, Empire and the Future of World Order, 1860-1900, Princeton 
2007, pp. 32 - 33. 
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 Ibid.208

Page  of 84 353



relations. “The Navy of the Britains” symbolised Mackinder’s hopes. “Whether we like it or 

not, we have come to the time of great empires, and of commercial and industrial trusts”, 

Mackinder claimed.   209

The second factor that characterised Mackinder’s “new era” was embodied in the fact that the 

Age of Discovery came to an end. A map of the world without any blank spaces, a sudden 

realisation of the finite character of space, was dramatised by geographers.  Mackinder was 210

not the first one to note this.  However, for his understanding of the role of geography, this 211

represented a vital fact. This closure of the world also played into his Darwinian 

understanding of international relations. Mackinder argued: “we shall again have to deal with 

a closed political system, and nonetheless it will be of worldwide 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”.  Global relations now 212

lacked the faraway periphery where problems could be cast away. Instead, any single region 

now acted as a part of a tightly knitted global network.  

Mackinder established a connection between the changing nature of global politics and 

imperial structure. In his view, the whole world was a single unit.  He criticised the 213

Eurocentric approach to history and geography, and claimed that “the European phase of 

 H. J. Mackinder, “Geographical Conditions Affecting The British Empire”, p. 474.209

 M. C. Robic, “Geography”, in: The Cambridge History of Science, Volume 7: The Modern Social Sciences, 210

ed: T. M. Porter, Cambridge 2003, p. 383. 

 John Darwin argued: “Mackinder’s suggestion that the end of the open frontier of territorial expansion would 211

have important effects upon domestic and international politics had already been anticipated by Pearson and 
Kidd”. J. Darwin, The Empire Project: The Rise and Fall of the British World-System, 1830–1970, Cambridge 
2009, p. 67. 

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History”, p. 422. 212

 H. J. Mackinder, "Review: Le Geographie Universelle: La Terre et Les Hommes, The Geographical Journal", 213
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history is passing away”.  In 1911, as an MP, he argued for stronger connections between 214

the UK and its dominions because “the centre of world politics is shifting”.  The struggle for 215

global predominance, with no more new areas to conquer, without uninhabited lands to claim, 

made the conflict between the great powers much more likely. In the future, great powers 

could challenge the status quo only through the redistribution of the existing territories.  216

That made the largest empire of them all, the British Empire, a target of every power that had 

the ambition to challenge the status quo. 

The notion of a “new era” shaped Mackinder’s geography. According to him, the fact that 

there were no uncharted areas of the world to explore meant that a different kind of geography 

was needed. This new kind of geography needed to be explanatory, not descriptive. 

Mackinder wanted his geography to be a “synthetic discipline”. He was certain that the new 

role of geographers was to synthesise existent empirical knowledge to elucidate the 

relationships and connections between societies and nature. David Livingstone noted that the 

fragmentary nature of accumulated geographical knowledge troubled Mackinder and his 

innovations were an attempt to “keep culture and nature under one umbrella”.  It seems that 217

Livingstone was correct. Mackinder was strongly influenced by Friedrich Ratzel and claimed 

that “the anthropogeographer is in some sense the most typical and complete of 

geographers”.  Mackinder further argued: “One of the greatest of all gaps lies between the 218

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History”, pp. 422 - 423; H. J. Mackinder, Britain and British 214

Seas, p. 350

 Hansard, 19th April 1911, p. 996. 215

 “The Geographical Pivot of History: Discussion”, The Geographical Journal, Vol. 23, No. 4, 1904, p. 421; G. 216

Kearns, “Geography, geopolitics and Empire”, pp. 189, 191. 

 D. N. Livingstone, op. cit, p. 190.217

 H. J. Mackinder, “Modern Geography, German and English”, p. 375.218
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natural sciences and the study of humanity. It is the duty of the geographer to build one bridge 

over an abyss which in the opinion of many is upsetting the equilibrium of our culture”.   219

Mackinder looked forward to the future of geography, where scholars and professors were as 

prominent as explorers.  In other words, the geography of the future was not about 220

collecting information. Instead, it meant to interpret data. Above everything else, Mackinder’s 

“new geography” was practical. If the “practical” were separated from the “scientific” in 

geography, that would represent “the ruin of both”, he believed.  The goal of the “new 221

geography” was supposed to satisfy “the practical requirements of the statesman and the 

merchant, the theoretical requirements of the historian and the scientist, and the intellectual 

requirements of the teacher”.  Geography was there to impart geographical causality to 222

statesmen. For Mackinder, the irrational political geography was one “whose main function is 

not to trace causal relations, and which must therefore remain a body of isolated data to be 

committed to memory”.  He hoped to bridge the gap between old political geography that 223

was too historical, and old physical geography that was too geological.  

Mackinder talked about “irrational political geography“ at the time when it was generally 

recognised that the Prussian army, in its sweeping victory over France, perfectly demonstrated 

the advantages that geography was able to bring.  The British way of doing geography ought 224

 H. J. Mackinder, “On the Scope and Methods of Geography”, p. 143.219

 H. J. Mackinder, “Modern Geography, German and English”, p. 376. 220
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to learn from the country where geography found its most practical usage. British 

geographers, Mackinder among them, were aware that the Franco - Prussian war was waged 

not only by weapons but also with maps.  Geography was among the key subjects at the 225

Prussian Military Academy.  Mackinder himself argued that geography played an important 226

role in Prussian military campaigns. He wrote: “We come now to the central event in the 

history of modern geography. It was in the year 1820 that Karl Ritter was called to Berlin to 

act in the double capacity of Professor in the Military School and Professor Extraordinary in 

the University”. “Ritter produced both books and men”, Mackinder wrote. “The Prussian 

officers of 1866 and 1870 were as truly his intellectual offspring as was the Erdkunde”.  In 227

Mackinder’s view, nineteenth-century geography was a German science, and the German state 

utilised it. “One is almost tempted to draw a comparison, man for man, between Humboldt, 

Ritter, Berghaus, and Perthes, and that great group of later Germans-Bismarck, Moltke, von 

Roon, and William I”, Mackinder wrote.  228

Mackinder always argued that geography was well-placed to improve the management of 

state affairs.  In other words, it could help imperial stability. In practical business, 229

Mackinder asserted, “if you are selling wheat you want to know about the wheat supplies of 

the rest of the world”. In politics, the argument went, “you want to know about the knitting 

together of the British Empire”.  However, the trend was worrying. When Mackinder started 230

 G. Kearns, “The Political Pivot of Geography“, The Geographical Journal, Vol. 170, No. 4, 2004, p. 338.225

 В. Hudson, “The New Geography and the New Imperialism 1870 – 1918“, in: Critical Geographies – A 226

Collection of Readings, ed: H. Bauder, S. E. Di Mauro, Kolowna 2008, p. 142.
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opus. It contained nineteenth volumes and it was published under title: Die Erdkunde im Verhältnis zur Natur 
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preaching about his geography vision in the 1880s, Germany had twelve chairs dedicated to 

geography. Britain had none.  Mackinder noted that, after the war of 1870, new 231

geographical chairs were founded throughout Europe. “In most German universities there is 

now a geographical institute”, he noted. On the other hand, that was nothing similar to the 

German Geographical Institute in England.  It was not unique in late Victorian and 232

Edwardian Britain to point to Germany and its educational policies. Germany was a common 

role model for those who attempted to modernise education in Britain.  233

Mackinder’s attitude towards Germany points to the third foundational character of his “new 

age”. Britain faced competitors that were significantly stronger than before. Above everything 

else, the ascent of Germany represented a troubling novelty. According to Mackinder, 

Germany occupied “the central strategic position” in Europe.  In 1903, in a book series 234

dedicated to different world regions he edited, Mackinder published the translation of The 

Central Europe by Joseph Partsch. Partsch was Friedrich Ratzel’s successor at the chair of 

geography in Leipzig. He called for the economic integration of Central Europe. That 

integration ought to be under German leadership.  The new railway system made that 235

integration possible.  It seems that Mackinder’s motivation for translating Partsch’s book 236

was fuelled by the desire to point to the intimate links between geography and politics in 

Germany. Mackinder argued that this book shows that German citizens consider present 

 G. Kearns, “The Political Pivot of Geography“, p. 337.231
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German borders “arbitrary”. It looks as if Mackinder hoped to exhibit perceived German 

ambitions through this translation.  Even before he translated Partsch’s book, Mackinder 237

claimed that railways gave Germany access to a large part of Europe.   238

Germany presented a threat also because of its economic development. Mackinder personally 

witnessed the growth of the German economy. He visited Germany first in the late 1870s, and 

after his visit in 1905, he insisted that this was not the same country.  Whereas Britain was 239

losing its population, Mackinder noted that Germany did not face that problem.  He feared 240

that Germany could connect Hamburg and German East Africa through the Berlin- Bagdad 

railway.  Within the Coefficients, Mackinder belonged to the group that considered 241

Germany a severe threat.  The technological changes meant that the traditional British 242

measures in foreign policy were no longer as efficient as before. According to Mackinder, 

traditional British politics was “preventing the despotic union of Europe”. However, European 

continental powers were no longer vulnerable to the eventual British naval blockade.   243

Furthermore, Mackinder was convinced that Germany was contemplating an invasion of 

Britain. “I firmly believe without any sense of panic that the German nation is forced to 

contemplate the invasion of this country, because in no other way is it possible for her to 

 H. J. Mackinder, “Russell’s North America”, The Times Literary Supplement, 12 August 1904, p. 254. Quoted 237
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remove the threat which would throttle her on her way to the oceans of the world”.  At the 244

same time, Mackinder knew that German geographers were thinking similarly to him - they 

considered how geography could benefit the state. Or, more precisely, he was inspired by this 

characteristic of German geographers.  245

Mackinder pointed to the threat that German power and ambition presented. However, at the 

same time, he wanted to implement the same principles he thought German geographers used. 

Germany was, at the same time, both a threat and a role model. In a specific atmosphere of the 

post-Great War world, Mackinder claimed that German Kultur was the specific character of 

philosophy and education that gave Germans “ways and means mind”. The German approach 

to education provoked a specific “strategic mentality”, and geography was crucial for that 

mentality. Mackinder wrote: “Maps are the essential apparatus of Kultur, and every educated 

German is a geographer in a sense that is true of very few Englishmen or Americans. He has 

been taught to see in maps not merely the conventional boundaries by scraps of paper, but 

permanent physical opportunities - ‘ways and means’ in the literal sense of the words”. “Real 

- politik” was an established way of German thinking, according to Mackinder.  Mackinder 246

did not say in 1919 that this was not just the German approach to geography. He attempted to 

implement this exact approach. He blamed Germany for the same thing he was doing in 

Britain.  

 Hansard, vol. XXXXI, 22nd of July 1912, p. 921.244
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A good example is his text from 1911. Mackinder called his students to look at the world from 

the British perspective. In a rare moment of honesty, Mackinder explained that his science did 

not always aim to benefit everyone. “This [looking upon the world from a British standpoint], 

no doubt, is to deviate from the cold and impartial ways of science. When we teach the 

minions, however, we are not training scientific investigators, but the practical striving 

citizens of an Empire which has to hold its place according to the universal law of survival 

through efficiency and effort”.  The premises of his geography were “essential to an 247

Imperial people”.   248

Three factors pushed Mackinder to see his own time as essentially a new era. Firstly, 

technological advancement led to the diminishing importance of distance. Therefore, the 

geographical conditions were no longer favourable for sea-based powers. The wealthiest area 

of the world was unreachable for Britain, and due to the increased efficiency of the railroads, 

it became accessible to British competitors. Secondly, the Age of Exploration was over, and 

the conflict of powers became much more likely. No new lands could be conquered, and the 

change of status quo could then come only through the redistribution of present possessions. 

That made the British Empire especially vulnerable. Thirdly, the emerging competition was 

much more potent than before. This pushed Mackinder to orient his geography towards 

contemporary issues; geography ought to address present dilemmas. It was designed to solve 

conundrums set by present-day challenges. The old way of doing geography was no longer 

applicable. The key aspect of Mackinder's new science was causality. The new geography was 

supposed to understand geographical conditions and the ways in which societies were shaped 

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Teaching of Geography from an Imperial Point of View, pp. 82 - 84. In 1889 he openly 247

called for the introduction of methods from the German educational system. He argued that Real-Politik was 
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Teaching“, Science, Vol. 14, No. 358, 1889, pp. 408 – 409.
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by their surroundings.  Mackinder hoped to grasp how the physical environment shaped 249

history.   250

It was noted that Mackinder was troubled by the lack of methodology.  No doubt, this was 251

the case. Mackinder claimed, “we must have a method”.  However, it seems more likely that 252

Mackinder was not so much worried that geography lacked methodology. What bothered him 

was the lack of methods for what he wanted to do with geography. For him, it was not only 

about generating knowledge. It was essentially about the values that it promoted. In the two 

coming sub-chapters, I will focus on the other two characteristics which I claim are the 

remaining pillars of Mackinder’s geography. Firstly, I will analyse his insistence on “thinking 

geographically”. Secondly, in the sub-chapter titled “geo-history”, I will examine the 

relationship between history and geography in Mackinder’s thought.  

5.3.3. “Thinking Geographically” 

Ever since Mackinder started with his Oxford lectures in the 1880s, he had opponents. 

According to his assessment, he was opposed by a “handful of liberals” who opposed the 

teaching of geography since, in their view, it led to militarism and imperialism.  His critics 253

understood what Mackinder wanted. His geography was supposed to emphasise a feeling of 

loving Britain. But his “new geography” was not about love for its own sake. The additional 

reason Mackinder wanted to promote and reform geographical education was hidden in his 

belief that education was a prime medium through which the man-power of the British Isles 

 H. J. Mackinder, “On the Scope and Methods of Geography”, p. 143.249
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could be improved. “In the competition of nations, England cannot afford to waste talent”, he 

argued.  “It is now being generally recognised that we cannot leave things as they are. The 254

output of demoralising literature has greatly increased. An intellectual diet too exclusively of 

newspapers and novels threatens to emasculate the national mind”.  As noted before, the 255

eternal struggle was an unchangeable feature of human nature. The success in that struggle 

was dependent on the attitude individuals developed. Mackinder’s language was saturated 

with notions of masculinity and virility, precisely because he aimed to confront “demoralising 

literature”. He argued that the British needed to understand that it was important to “value the 

Empire as the protection of their manhood”.  The power of the Empire, at the same time, 256

could be seen as the strength of its man-power. “The actual balance of political power at any 

given time is, of course, the product, on the one hand, of geographical conditions, both 

economic and strategic, and, on the other hand, of the relative number, virility, equipment, and 

organisation of the competing peoples”.   257

Mackinder never defined what he meant by “masculinity” and “virility”. However, he 

connected these attributes with his notion of “man-power” which could improve the chances 

of imperial survival. For Mackinder, more man-power symbolised more imperial power. He 

reasoned that the true power of a nation lay in its human resources. Therefore, the population 

should receive better health care, enjoy higher living standards, and get a better education.  258

The good policies, according to Mackinder, were the ones that aimed towards the most 

significant amount of man-power. That power was a sum of physical, intellectual and moral 
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qualities. Among other things, improvement of man-power was not possible without better 

schools.  As noted before, this is why Mackinder, even as a member of the opposition party, 259

always supported educational reform projects of the government. As an opposition MP, he 

supported the workers’ legislation of the Lloyd George government in 1911.  

Mackinder did not want to raise the living standards for purely altruistic motives. He tried to 

raise the potential of British man-power.  The man power of the Empire was a product of the 260

number and quality of the people.  Geography was there to improve that quality. With his 261

educational policies, Mackinder wanted to improve the combat readiness of the British 

people. He declared that the people must be ready to defend their territories.  The 262

importance of geography was in the fact that it was ideally suited, according to Mackinder, to 

develop desired characteristics among the general population. He hoped that geography would 

take place that “the ancient classics” had during “the days of our fathers”.   263

Mackinder hoped to inspire people to “think geographically”. This was the prime goal of 

geographical education for the general population. Precisely this ought to enable individuals 

to grasp the value of the Empire. Mackinder pointed to the German education system and 

argued that schools’ curriculums should allow children to understand the spatial 

characteristics of an area.  In 1895, he wrote that the ideal geographer was “a man of trained 264
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imagination, more especially with the power of visualising forms and movements in space of 

three dimensions”.  He developed this idea further, and in 1904, he argued that “Geography 265

is a matter of imagination, and its function in education was to extend and make precise and 

flexible the imagination”.  In 1917, Mackinder further argued that geography aimed to train 266

the mind to think easily in terms of maps.   267

Geography was the power of spatial thinking. The very essence of that power was 

visualisation. That habit “should be cultivated until it becomes possible to think of the whole 

World's surface at once in all its complexities, with its girdles of all kinds, telegraphic, 

railway, steamer, girdles of power, girdles of thought, for every touch of the helm of 

government, either at Westminster or in the city, produces a ripple which goes right round the 

World, like the wave in the air emitted from Krakatoa meeting obstacles and producing varied 

results”.  This perspective on visualisation pointed towards the world's interconnectedness 268

and moved the perspective away from Britain towards the entire globe. Contemporaries who 

did not share his views even believed that his principles meant that geography would cease to 

focus on one’s own country.  It seems that this accusation was not unfounded. Mackinder 269

did want to focus the attention of his geography towards the world. Without that, he was not 

able to point either to global trends or to the importance of the Empire, the prime driver of 

these innovations.  

 H. J. Mackinder, “Modern Geography, German and English”, p. 376. 265

 H. J. Mackinder, "The Development of Geographical Teaching out of Nature Study", pp. 191 - 192.266

 Yorkshire Evening Post, 6th January 1917, “Thinking Geographically”, p. 5.267

 H. J. Mackinder, "The Development of Geographical Teaching out of Nature Study", pp. 191 - 192.268

 “One that will almost certainly be urged is that in the attempt to give children a broad, world-wide survey of 269

lands and men, the discipline and value of a relatively intensive study of their own country will be sacrificed”. P. 
M. Broxy, “Review: Mr. Mackinder’s Books on the Teaching of Geography and History”, The Geographical 
Teacher, Vol. 7, No. 6, 1914, p. 406.
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Visualisation was a way to teach children about a specific perspective and a specific mode of 

thinking. In his lecture to British geography teachers, Mackinder stated: “Let us first teach 

children to read the map and to think geographically, then let us regulate and broaden their 

imagination through wider and wider fields until at last they can grasp the globe in the 

background of a thought, and place a given detail in its world setting”. Given that Mackinder 

wanted to “regulate” children's imagination there was no doubt about the point of view of the 

observer: “But through all, let our teaching be from the British standpoint, so that finally we 

see the world as a theatre for British activity”.  Again, above everything else, Mackinder’s 270

science was practical. “The special virtue of thought by visualisation is that it prompts doing 

rather than merely knowing”, he argued.  The ability to visualise on a global scale was 271

“essential to an Imperial people”.  Mackinder wanted to inculcate “geographical 272

judgement”. In his own words, he wanted the people to think of maps as “the beginning of 

geography and not the end of it”.  Geography came to be seen as a platform of values and 273

methods that would inspire specific action.  

Mackinder’s understanding of global trends made him believe Britain was in a perilous 

position. Britain needed the Empire. That is why he asked his readers and pupils to think 

globally to understand the Empire's value and its importance for Britain. Mackinder, the MP, 

equally wanted a global perspective. He wanted Britain to be compared with the 

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Teaching of Geography from an Imperial Point of View”, pp. 82 - 84.270

 Ibid.271

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Development of Geographical Teaching out of Nature Study”, p. 193.272

 H. J. Mackinder, “Presidential Address to the Geographical Association”, p. 276. Similarly to Mackinder, 273

Alfred Milner, Mackinder’s close friend and political ally, claimed that he is: “firm believer in the value of 
geographical studies, in their educational and practical value”. See: A. Milner, “Geography and Statecraft”, 
Scottish Geographical Magazine, Vol. 23, No. 12, 1907, p. 617. 
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contemporary world and not with Britain in the past.  Before and after the “geographical 274

pivot”, he saw politics in social-Darwinist terms. The struggle between Britain and its 

opponents was “a real struggle for the Empire in the world”.  For Mackinder, size mattered. 275

The new age belonged to great empires and large commercial systems.  Even before the 276

change that happened between 1902 and 1904, when Mackinder stopped being a navalist and 

believed that the future belonged to the land-based powers, he contemplated the expansion of 

the British Empire. “It is for the maintenance of our position in the world, because we are the 

great lenders, that we have been driven to increase our Empire”, he claimed in 1900.  277

However, after the end of the Columbian age, the world witnessed “virtually complete 

political appropriation”. The competing empires could not grow any more without taking 

parts of the globe that some other power had already taken. In other words, without getting 

into conflict with the competition.  Thinking in global terms was, at the same time, pointing 278

to the disadvantaged position that Britain was now in.  

Mackinder wrote in 1909: “The text books often speak of the advantage obtained by this 

country [Britain] from the fact that it lies in the centre of the land hemisphere. But I think that 

a truer conception would regard it as lying at the end of the land ways in the pre-Columbian 

times, and at the end of the Oceanian ways in the Post-Columbian times”. Just like in pre-

Columbian times, contemporary Britain was not in the centre, but at the end of the world”.  279

If the geography of the Columbian epoch, to use Mackinder’s chronology, was filling the 

 “We ask, while there is yet time, you will study the general figures, and not the boom of this year, or of last 274

year, that you will consider the relative position of the whole world, not dealing with the condition of this 
country as compared with what it was in the time of King Alfred”. Hansard, vol. XIX, July 21st 1911, p. 1475.

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Great Trade Routes”, p. 155. 275

 H. J. Mackinder, “Geographical Conditions Affecting the British Empire”, p. 474. 276

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Great Trade Routes”, p. 155. 277

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History”, p. 421 - 422. 278

 H. J. Mackinder, “Geographical Conditions Affecting the British Empire”, pp. 471 - 472. 279
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blank parts of the map of the world, then post-Columbian geography ought to make sense of 

the whole world. Mackinder’s new geography was not disengaged from policymaking. 

Furthermore, it was about policies. Mackinder’s goal, creating a stronger unity between the 

various parts of the Empire, brought a new understanding of the role of geography.  

Thus, geography became not a collection of facts but a unique way of thinking about space. 

Mackinder claimed that if “education is to build up the Empire, " education must not provide 

just knowledge of facts. Henceforth, geography was more than just a field of science or a 

branch of knowledge. For Mackinder, geography was a new mode of thinking. He asserted, 

“by geography I do not intend a knowledge of place names. I do not even mean a knowledge 

chiefly of facts. I refer rather to a special mode and habit of thought, to a special form of 

visualisation which I cannot otherwise describe than as ‘thinking geographically’”.  280

Mackinder wanted his pupils to be able to think about the whole globe. He argued, “you must 

be able to think and visualise on the stage of this round World. This is geographical power on 

its artistic side”. He believed that children needed “the imagination to think on the big scale, 

the World scale, which is essential”.  It seems that Mackinder insisted on the global setting, 281

for he believed that it was the proper way for his target audiences to understand the global 

character of the Empire. The care for the Empire was a factor that fuelled Mackinder’s interest 

in the global. Without pointing to the worldwide reach and global impact of the Empire, he 

believed, his students couldn't understand its importance. “The British Empire is a World 

study”, he maintained. “You cannot study the British Empire unless you study the whole 

World”.  The chronological analysis of Mackinder’s writings shows that his global 282

 H. J. Mackinder “The Teaching of Geography from an Imperial Point of View, p. 80.280

 H. J. Mackinder, "The Development of Geographical Teaching out of Nature Study”, pp. 192, 193, 196.281

 Ibid, pp. 196 - 197. 282
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understanding of geography was established only after his 1902-1904 evolution. Mackinder 

wanted to use “the stage of the whole world” to analyse events and processes, and geography 

would deal with the political system on a worldwide scale.  This change, which started in 283

the twentieth century's first years, slowly matured. After the First World War, in his course 

“Changing Geographical Values”, Mackinder’s principal object of view was world 

geography.   284

5.3.4. “Geo-history” 

During the nineteenth century in Britain, history was considered to be extraordinarily 

important. In a way, the past was considered to be a reservoir of wisdom that could offer 

solutions for the present.  This was the starting position for Mackinder as well. However, he 285

wanted to go one step further. He hoped to understand how history was shaped by geography. 

Given that Mackinder believed that history was shaped by geography, the ultimate lecture of 

the past and the one with the most practical usability was to realise that geography guided 

history. Mackinder thought the way to understand this causality was “to exhibit human history 

as part of the life of the world organism”.  In his vision, geography would be extracted from 286

its geological origins. This was necessary because the geological components of geography 

tied the discipline with the past, whereas Mackinder wanted to interpret the present.  The 287

way to achieve this was to merge geography and history.  

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History”, p. 422. 283

 London School of Economics and Political Science Archives, “Changing Geographical Values”, COLL MISC 284

0458-06. 

 S. Collini, D. Winch, J. Burrow, That Noble Science of Politics - A study in nineteenth-century intellectual 285

history, Cambridge 1983, p. 185 - 195. 

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History”, pp. 422 - 423. 286

 H. J. Mackinder, “Modern Geography, German and English”, p. 373.287
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As early as 1890, Mackinder asserted that geography guided history. In his lecture to the 

Royal Scottish Geographical Society, he noted: “Are we not justified, then, in saying that the 

greatest events in the world's history, ancient, medieval, and modern, are at least related to the 

greatest features of geography?”  Mackinder’s lecture aimed to “state a few of the ways in 288

which geographical features govern or, at least, guide history”.  Mackinder saw the purpose 289

of the new geography in its service to the state. Unlike other variants of geography and 

history, the new kind of geography was able to understand both the past that shaped individual 

characters and customs and present geographical constraints and economic needs. Mackinder 

stated: “Statesmen and diplomatists succeed and fail pretty much as they recognise the 

irresistible power of these forces. This analysis is our only key to the future”. He added: “In 

an age when democracy has ultimately to guide policy though, busy earning its living, it has 

no time and little opportunity to study current diplomacy-broad principles can alone keep it 

right. The geographer has to help in stating these principles”.  Two years later, during his 290

visit to the US, he noted that no geographers attempted to merge geography and history.   291

If before 1904, Mackinder was not completely clear about the ultimate goal of his geo-history, 

in “The Geographical Pivot of History”, he left no room for doubt. His new science aimed at 

uncovering the relationship between geography and history. The ultimate goal was to create a 

technique which would have a practical purpose for the policy of the Empire. His science was 

a quest for a “correlation between the larger geographical and the larger historical 

generalisations”. The goal was to seek “a formula which shall express certain aspects, at any 

rate, of geographical causation in universal history”. Mackinder’s formula “should have a 

 H. J. Mackinder, “The physical basis of political geography”, pp. 78 - 79. 288

 Ibid, p. 78.289

 Ibid, p. 84.290

 Bodleian Library, GE 11, “Report 1891-1892: Geographical Education - The Year's Progress at Oxford and 291

Cambridge”. 
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practical value as setting into perspective some of the competing forces in current 

international politics”.   292

As time passed, he became ever more open about the intimate links between geography and 

history. “I have not hesitated to build history into my geography”, he wrote in 1911.  In 293

1913, Mackinder even argued for creating a single subject: “I speak of the teaching of 

Geography and History as a proposed combined subject, not of History and Geography”.  294

Contemporaries saw Mackinder’s geo-history, a combined study of the two subjects, as “the 

core of his [Mackinder’s] scheme”.  With this in mind, it should not come as a surprise that 295

Mackinder’s allies at Oxford were not physical geographers or geologists but the Faculty of 

History. According to his testimony: “as the result of an alliance with the Faculty of History, 

my Oxford classroom began to fill with students of Historical Geography”.   296

In institutional terms as well, Mackinder attempted to connect geography and history. Starting 

in 1899, his lectures were offered to students of Modern History.  In the university’s official 297

publication, the Oxford University Gazette, Mackinder’s lectures were advertised as a part of 

Modern History.  Mackinder argued, “It is clear that if the Readership is to have an 298

established position and a wide influence in the University, it must be through [the Modern] 

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History”, pp. 422 - 423. 292

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Teaching of Geography from an Imperial Point of View”, p. 82.293

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Teaching of Geography and History as a Combined Subject”, The Geographical 294

Teacher, Vol. 7, No. 1, 1913, p. 4.

 P. M. Broxy, op. cit, pp. 404, 406. 295

 H. J. Mackinder, “Geography as a Pivotal Subject in Education”, p. 378.296

 Bodleian Library, “School of Geography”, GE 2A-1, p. 14. 297

 His assistants and their lectures were listed under “Faculty of Natural Sciences”. Ibid, p. 43; Bodleian 298

Library, “Geographical Education: This Year’s Progress at Oxford [1888]”, GE 11, p. 4. 
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History school”.  This relationship was not always without strains. The lecturers from 299

Modern History School wanted Mackinder to lecture about the geography of separate 

historical eras. “This I refused to do, for I felt that it would make my teaching merely 

historical”, he retorted.   300

Like the concept of “new geography”, “Geo-history” was oriented towards contemporary 

issues. It was supposed to solve present dilemmas. Of course, Mackinder never managed to 

extricate the laws by which geography shaped history, which could, in turn, explain the course 

of history and open the window to the future. However, his ambition was to understand 

causality.  Perhaps the only wholly preserved book of lecture notes made by Mackinder was 301

dedicated to his course “Historical Geography”, which he organised at the LSE. At the 

beginning of his notes, we can read that, reflecting on the previous attempts to write historical 

geography, Mackinder claimed that they presented “masses of material but no geographical 

philosophy, nor geographical causes of history”.  “The geologist looks at the present that he 302

may interpret the past, the geographer looks at the past that he may interpret the present”.  303

In the last part of this chapter, I will analyse how Mackinder put his ideas into practice.  

 Ibid, p. 4. 299

 Ibid. 300

 H. J. Mackinder, “On the Scope and Methods of Geography”, p. 143.301

 London School of Economics and Political Science Archives, “Historical Geography by Mr. Mackinder”, 302

Small LSE deposits 135/2. 

 H. J. Mackinder, “Modern Geography, German and English”, p. 373.303
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5.4 New Science in Practice: Mackinder and the Colonial Office Visual 

Instructions Committee (COVIC) 

The elections of 1895 in Great Britain were won decisively by the alliance of Conservatives 

and Liberal Unionists. The leader of the Conservatives, Lord Salisbury, offered to the 

Unionist leader, Joseph Chamberlain, some of the most important departments, including the 

Home Office and Chancellor of the Exchequer (Ministry of Finance). However, Chamberlain 

declined. He insisted on the Colonial Office. Many were surprised, given that the Colonial 

Office was not considered as important. Furthermore, the most important colony, India, had 

its own ministry. The change brought by the new Colonial Secretary was felt immediately. 

The Colonial Office, formerly a “leisurely and sleepy place”, was changing. Electrical lights 

replaced the candles, new sub-departments were created, and the number of staff increased. 

Chamberlain even introduced an exchange programme between staff in the colonies and 

officials in Whitehall.   304

The Colonial Office promoted imperial unity in the following years through various projects. 

In 1902 it proposed a new educational scheme. The goal of the new project, the COVIC, was 

to strengthen the “feeling of imperial unity and citizenship” through a system of lantern-slide 

lectures that would depict how life in different parts of the Empire looked like. The target 

audience were children, “as ideas and associations can generally be better fixed in the mind 

during the impressionable years of childhood than in later life”. From the outset of the project, 

politics and education were intertwined. The founding memorandum of the COVIC stated: 

“the object in view is to give every citizen of the Empire an opportunity of seeing what the 

 T. L. Crosby, Joseph Chamberlain: A Most Radical Imperialist, London 2011, pp. 111 – 112; P. T. Marsh, 304

“Joseph Chamberlain”, in: Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. Changes in Colonial Office, brought by 
Chamberlain, were also noted by John Darwin: See: J. Darwin, The Empire Project, p. 85.
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different parts of the Empire are like; of realising its immense variety, its interest and beauty, 

and its resources; of hearing the story of its growth; and of learning what duties its possession 

entails”.  305

It was claimed that the Empire was little more than just a name for most imperial citizens. 

Furthermore, the founding memorandum of the COVIC declared that the citizens did not 

understand the economic opportunities created by the Empire, as well as the perils that 

threatened its security. The author of the founding memorandum, Mackinder’s close associate 

from his Oxford University Extension days, Michael Sadler , asked: “Is it not advisable that 306

they [citizens of the Empire] should be led to think of these subjects, so that they may be 

more willing to give sustained support to far-seeing plans for Imperial consolidation and 

development”?  Just like Mackinder, Sadler took “imperial consolidation” to heart. Soon, 307

COVIC was set up. During the next two decades, COVIC produced numerous textual and 

photographic materials for teachers to use to instruct the youth of Britain about their Empire 

and the children around the Empire about the “Mother Country”. The enemy fought with this 

project was “dangerous ignorance”, which threatened the Empire's future.  As Duncan Bell 308

noted, fear of apathy was a common subject of discussion in imperial political thinking. An 

ethos of imperial patriotism was desired, and proponents of stronger imperial unity stressed 

the need to “educate the general population about the value of the empire”.   309

 The National Archives, Colonial Office 885/8/8 – “Lantern Lectures on the British Empire: Memorandum”.305

 Michael Sadler (1861-1943) Educationist, university professor and champion of many education projects and 306

reforms, Sadler was the first director of newly established Board of Education Special Inquiries and Reports 
Office. In this capacity Sadler wrote this memorandum. He also edited Special Reports on the Educational 
Systems of the Colonies. See: R. Lowe, “Sir Michael Ernest Sadler”, in: Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography; The Times, “Education and Empire: The Princess of Wales and Lectures for Schools”, London, 
Tuesday, Apr 23, 1907; p. 11.

 CO 885/8/8 – “Lantern Lectures on the British Empire: Memorandum”.307
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Mackinder, at the time the director of the LSE, was asked to prepare the lectures and 

supervise the whole scheme. The first set of lectures targeted the colonial population and 

aimed to “give to children through their eyes as well as their ears a true and simple impression 

of what the UK and its people are like”. Lectures were conceived as travelogues: they started 

with a description of travel from the east, Hong Kong, Singapore, or Colombo, through Suez, 

with stops at Malta and Gibraltar, all the way to Dover and London. Other lectures were 

devoted to London, “the Imperial City”, the scenery of the United Kingdom and its historical 

centres, industry and commerce, country life and smaller towns, and the defence of the 

Empire.   310

The first public mention of COVIC came after The Times published two articles that heavily 

criticised the Board of Education's work regarding education and knowledge about the 

Empire. The editorial in The Times claimed that: “The whole difficulty of arriving at a 

satisfactory solution, whether on the topic of Imperial preference, or Imperial defence, or of 

Imperial constitutional unity, lies in mutual ignorance”. The editorial also stressed that: 

“Effective Imperial unity between democratic communities can only be based on generally 

diffused knowledge of the Empire among all classes”.  These discussions in the press were 311

closely followed by COVIC personnel, and soon, for the first time, COVIC presented itself to 

the public.  

 The National Archives, CO 885/8/15, “Syllabus of a Course of Seven Lectures, Illustrated by Lantern Slides, 310

on a Journey to England from the East”; CO 885/9/6, “Memorandum: Lantern lectures on the UK for use in the 
colonies”; CO 885/9/8 “Syllabus of a course of seven lectures illustrated by lantern slides on a Journey to 
England from the Eastern Colonies”. Lectures were prepared by Mackinder. 

 A. H. P. Stoneham, “The Schools and Empire”, The Times, London, Thursday, Feb 07, 1907, p. 5; 311

“Editorials”, The Times, London, Thursday, Feb 07, 1907, p. 7.
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The report of COVIC activities was published two months later on the pages of The Times. It 

was stated: “The Committee [Colonial Office Visual Instructions Committee] concluded that 

the best method of enabling children in one province of the Empire to realise what the other 

parts of the Empire, their inhabitants and their products are like is by the medium of visual 

instructions and that lessons or lectures on this basis can only succeed if both the letterpress 

and the illustrations are specially designed for the purpose and of the very best quality”. The 

goal was to “attempt to put before the eyes and instil into the minds of Sinhalese, Malay, and 

Chinese children some idea of the United Kingdom, its approaches, its history, its resources 

and industries, its everyday life, and, finally, of its power of defence”.  In the founding 312

memorandum of COVIC it was stated that it was crucial to find “the right tone in dealing with 

the economic, ethical and political issues involved”.  313

While preparing his lectures, Mackinder quickly realised that the Colonial Office did not have 

photographs that could be used to achieve the project’s goals. A specific kind of message that 

was conceived necessitated a particular type of photographic material. New photographs were 

required. After the funding was secured, COVIC started to look for a photographer. The artist 

Alfred Fisher was selected and trained in photography. What is interesting is that Mackinder 

did not only write the lectures. He also drew the itinerary and made detailed instructions for 

Fisher, who had in front of him a long journey. Fisher had a mission to capture all of the 

Empire’s diversity but also the changes brought to it by British rule.  Mackinder wrote to 314

Fisher in his instructions: “Roughly speaking, you will probably find it convenient to divide 

 “Education and Empire: The Princess of Wales and Lectures for Schools”, The Times, p. 11. The first lectures 312

were designed for children of the Eastern Colonies. Ceylon, Hong Kong and Straits Settlements.

 The National Archives, CO 885/8/8.313

 Fisher made three trips in total, and it took him three years to complete them. During the first one he visited 314

Ceylon, India, Burma, Aden, Somaliland and Cyprus. He visited Canada (twice), Newfoundland, Weihaiwei, 
Hong Kong, Borneo and Singapore in his second, and Gibraltar, Malta, Australia, New Zealand and Fiji in his 
third trip. University of Cambridge Library, Royal Commonwealth Society Papers, RCMS 10/3 - “The Visual 
Instructions Committee”.
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your subjects into two categories, the first being the native characteristics of the country and 

its people, and the second the supper-added characteristics due to British rule. Thus in India 

you will naturally select for sketches examples of the old home industries, but you will also 

bear in mind that British citizens should be made to understand something of the new 

industrial conditions in places like Bombay and Cawnpore”.  The goal was to show the 315

transformative character of the Empire. Mackinder’s ambitions and the specific instructions 

he prepared for the photographer Alfred Fisher put COVIC within the turn-of-the-century 

 The National Archives, CO 885/17/8, fol. 200, “Instructions to Photographer - Artist”.315
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Illustrations 4 & 5: Fisher followed Mackinder’s advices and 
captured both old and the new in the Empire. Left photo: “Dumbara 
cloth weaving in Kandy (Ceylon)”. Right photo: “Train near Kandy 
(Ceylon)”. Source: Cambridge University Library, Royal 



documentary impulse to “capture” the world through the camera lens.  Of course, Fisher's 316

photographs are never supposed to represent simply a window to the world. They interpreted 

the world. In Mackinder’s view, the Empire was not just any political entity; it was an entity 

which brought progress and advancement. This is why in his instructions, Mackinder stressed 

the importance of “including as much suggestion of movement as possible”.   317

 G. Mitman, K. Wilder, “Introduction”, in: Documenting the World - Film, Photography, and the Scientific 316

Record, Ed: G. Mitman, K. Wilder, Chicago 2016, p. 9. 

 Ibid.317
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Illustrations 6 & 7: Fisher’s photographs demonstrate that he closely 
followed Mackinder’s instructions not to take portraits but to depict locals 
in their regular activities and to focus on “movement”. If we take out of 
consideration photos of landscapes, absolute majority of remaining photos 
depict some action that is in progress. The conveyed message was that the 

Empire transformed. Left photo: “Malwella ferry (few miles from 



Indeed, Fisher’s photographs depict bridges and roads, trains and ships, and their passengers. 

Mackinder never explained why he wanted “suggestion of movement”. We can only assume 

that he hoped to further emphasise the dynamic character of the Empire, on the one hand, and 

to stress that the Empire exists through its inner dynamism, on the other. The easily noticeable 

cultural meaning of the photographs was in what Mackinder called “supper-added 

characteristics due to British rule”. If “genre is a way of classifying visual images into certain 

groups”, then the primary genre in Fisher’s photographs was imperial transformation.  The 318

Empire was “sold” for its capacity to improve.  

We find further evidence for this in Mackinder’s lectures.  In lectures on India, Mackinder 319

wrote about the city of Tuticorin (Thoothukudi): “City whose most prominent object is a 

cotton factory with tall chimneys – strange reminder at the very threshold of our journey that 

we are entering a land which is in process of economic change”.  Allegedly, the Empire 320

sometimes brought progress in terms of economy. Sometimes it brought progress embodied in 

peace and stability: “the change which has come over Burma since the British occupation may 

be appreciated from the fact that twenty years ago it was no uncommon sight on the voyage 

up from Katha to Bhamo to see along the river banks, and on rafts floating down the river, the 

dead bodies of Kachins who had been tortured to death under the terrible rule of the kings of 

 G. Rose, Visual Methodologies - An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials, London 2002, pp. 318

19-20. 

 Until 1914 at least thirteen lecture books were published by COVIC. Thirteen have been written either by 319
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the United Kingdom, London 1909 – this book was published in six different editions: Eastern Colonies Edition, 
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the East, London 1912; A. J. Sargent, The Sea Road to the East. Gibraltar to Wei-hai-wei. Six lectures, London 
1912. A. J. Sargent, Canada and Newfoundland. Seven lectures, London 1913; A. J. Sargent, Eight Lectures on 
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Africa: Seven Lectures, London 1914.

 H. J. Mackinder, Eight Lectures on India, p. 1.320
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Mandalay”.  The Empire was not bringing just development but civilisation as well. The 321

tone of lectures underlined the superiority of culture that came together with British rule. 

Historian Paul Ryan argued that COVIC was “the most ambitious and intriguing official 

programme of imperial visual instruction ever to have been attempted”.  For Mackinder, 322

COVIC was an opportunity to put his ideas into practice. A combination of textbook lectures 

and photographs displayed to the children as lantern-slides enabled Mackinder to put his ideas 

about “thinking geographically” into practice. As Gabriele Moser noted, that combination 

ought to allow him to “imaginatively illustrate distant world events”.  Through these 323

lectures, Mackinder attempted to create the desired image of the Empire. According to the 

 Ibid, p. 32.321

 J. P. Ryan, Picturing Empire - Photography and Visualisation of the British Empire, London 1998, p. 186.322

 G. Moser, Projecting Citizenship Photography and Belonging in the British Empire, University Park, PA, 323

2019, p. 49.
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Illustrations 8 & 9: All the different industries of the Empire. left photo: 
oat farm near Edmonton in Alberta. Right photo: induction motor in 
Montreal. Source: Cambridge University Library, Royal Commonwealth 



premises of Mackinder’s geography, these lectures were not so much about facts but about 

values - the Empire was presented as dynamic, transformative and able to accommodate 

differences. 

Mackinder was troubled with the vital characteristic of the Empire - the lack of territorial 

congruence. “Imperial Britain is unique, because wide seas roll between the islands and the 

out-lands. This is a source both of weakness and strength”, Mackinder claimed. He added that 

this fact “renders the growth of sympathy difficult, for there are no transitional 

communities”.  The COVIC, and Mackinder’s educational engagement in general, was an 324

attempt to compensate for this.  

This is where Mackinder’s understanding of the role of education, especially the role of 

geographical education, came into play. If vision is what the human eye can see, and the 

visuality represents the ways in which that vision is constructed, Mackinder hoped to inspire 

loyalty to the Empire by constructing the image of prosperous, powerful and harmonious 

power.  Without that image, the unity of the Empire was in danger. The COVIC project is 325

essential for understanding Mackinder. With this project, he got the opportunity to put his 

ideas into practice. What is also important to note, Mackinder found himself in an unusual 

position with COVIC. When Mackinder talked about the Empire, he mostly had in mind self-

governing territories. With COVIC, he faced the entire Empire. Initially, children from the 

colonies were considered the prime audience of COVIC. However, the project slowly turned 

towards the children in Great Britain.  Even though we do not have explicit confirmation 326

 H. J. Mackinder, “Man-Power as a Measure of National and Imperial Strength”, p. 137324

 G. Rose, op. cit, p. 7.325

 P. Ryan, Picturing Empire, p. 189. The irony was that the program was more popular in the colonies than in 326

Britain itself. See: Ibid, p. 207. 
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Illustrations 10, 11, 12 & 13: It seems that Fisher always took photos of local 
schools. That is not surprising if we have in mind that he made photos for 
school lectures. From the top right corner clockwise: 1) Macdonald College, 
Quebec: gymnasium class for women students: half of these in picture are 
Canadian born: balancing exercises; 2) Government School, Peshawar, 
Northwest Frontier: being taught reading and writing by the native master 
(Quazi) Abdul Rahim; 3) Singapore, Cross Street School: Chinese children 
fan drill; 4) Gibraltar, Hebrew school. Source: Cambridge University Library, 
Royal Commonwealth Society Collections, Fisher Photograph Collection - 
GBR/0115/Fisher, Album Vol. XIII, VI, XVIII, XXIII. 



that Mackinder influenced this, this happened during the time when he guided COVIC. 

Mackinder believed that “almost every problem of to-day is a whole-world problem”, and he 

wanted to teach children to think in accordance with that premise. An opportunity to reach 

children in Britain through COVIC was the perfect opportunity for achieving that. The role of 

the geographical teacher, Mackinder argued, was to secure that the pupils saw the world not 

merely from the position of its parts “but that they shall identify themselves with the British 

Empire”.  COVIC, under Mackinder, was doing just that. Even before Fisher began his 327

photographic journey, Mackinder’s lectures demonstrated unity in diversity. Mackinder 

attempted to show that the Empire was a place of coexistence of people from all over the 

world.  

The lecture “The Defences of the Empire”, from the first set of lectures, was presented with 

slides depicting various peoples serving in the imperial armies. Apart from regular troops 

coming from the British Isles (Shropshire Light Infantry, Northumberland Fusiliers, Black 

Watch [Scottish Infantry], Royal Artillery), the majority of slides depicted colonial and 

dominion troops (Hong Kong Troops, Malay States Guides, Royal Canadian Artillery, 

Soldiers of West African Frontier Force, Indian Infantry, Indian Cavalry, New South Wales 

Lancers, South African Light Horse, North Borneo Police). The only slide depicting troops in 

action was titled Infantry from Sokoto Expedition, where most soldiers from dependencies.  328

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Teaching of Geography from an Imperial Point of View”, pp. 81, 83-84.327

 The National Archive, CO 885-9-8.328
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When Fisher started to visit various parts of the Empire, he followed Mackinder's instructions 

and took photos of the local army and police.   329

In his lectures, Mackinder stressed, whenever possible, the importance of solidarity in the 

Empire.  This was his way of affecting the “growth of sympathy”. When he was talking about 

the Cauvery (Kaveri) river in southern India and the hydroelectric plant built there, the first 

one in Asia, he added: “The engineer who superintended the construction of this work was a 

French Canadian officer of the Royal Engineers - interesting evidence of the increasing 

solidarity of the British Empire”.  During one of the public talks about COVIC and its 330

activities, Mackinder addressed the issue of diversity in the Empire. A journalist of The Times 

noted: “he [Mackinder] remarked that one of the great needs of our stay-at-home people was 

sympathy with race problems in other parts of the Empire – possibly one of the chief causes 

of the quarrel in the future unless they were treated with knowledge, imagination, and 

sympathy. It was for the school-master to lay the foundations of that sympathy and 

knowledge”.   331

In his lectures on India, Mackinder wrote: “The component parts of the British Empire are so 

remote and so different from one another, that it is evident the Empire can only be held 

together by sympathy and understanding, based on widely diffused knowledge of its 

 During his travels Fisher took photos of the following military and police units in the Empire: “Queen’s Own 329

Sapper and Miners [Burma], Tiwana Lancers [Delhi], Goorkha Rifles [Dehradun], 32nd Mountain Baterry” 
[Dehradun], Khyber Rifles [Khyber Pass], 59th Sinde Rifles [Khyber Pass], Somali Civil Police [Somaliland], 
6th Battalion King's African Rifles [Somaliland], Coast Police [Somaliland], Royal North West Mounted Police 
[Saskatchewan], Royal Canadian Artillery [Halifax], Royal Canadian Regiment [Wellington], Chinese Police 
Guard [Weihaiwei], The Royal Army Service Corps and The Royal Army Medical Corps [Aldershot], 2nd 
Battalio Nedforshires [Gibraltar], King’s Own Regiment [Malta], Fiji Native Constabulary [Fiji]. For detailed 
description of all photos see: University of Cambridge Library, Royal Commonwealth Society Papers, RCMS 
10/4.

 H. J. Mackinder, Eight Lectures on India, p. 17.330

 “The Princess and Visual Instruction”, Saturday, Jun 05, The Times, London, 1909, p. 6.331
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geography, history, resources, climates, and races. It is obvious that if this knowledge is to be 

effective it must be imparted to the coming generation. In other words, it must be taught in the 

Schools of the Empire”.  Mackinder became an MP in 1910, and he partially retreated from 332

COVIC. However, he was still in command and controlled everything. The coming sets of 

lectures were written by Arthur J. Sargent, Mackinder’s junior from the LSE, however, 

everything stayed under Mackinder’s overall supervision.   333

 H. J. Mackinder, Eight Lectures on India, p. v.332

 P. Ryan, Picturing Empire, p. 203. 333
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6. The Problem-Solving Discipline: The Birth of Imperial History 

6.1. Introduction 

The Beit Professorship of Colonial History was created in 1905 at the University of Oxford. It 

was the first of its kind in the United Kingdom. Hugh Egerton, the first incumbent of the 

Chair, offered his vision of the past in his inaugural lecture. He argued, “the cause, which 

more than any other wrecked our first Colonial Empire, was the lack of imagination shown by 

Englishmen at home. It is for us to teach and learn history in such a way, as that the historical 

imagination may be cultivated, and that we may recognise the point of view of those from 

whom we may fundamentally differ”.  The second incumbent, Reginald Coupland, used his 334

inaugural lecture to draw attention to ways in which colonial history could offer new insights 

to “paramount problems” of contemporary imperial politics.  Eager to contribute to the 335

longevity of the Empire, Coupland pleaded for the study of colonial history. Imperial 

breakdowns happened because “we never closely studied the old colonial system, never 

clearly analysed the political problem it contained, never made a real constructive effort to 

solve it”.  The third incumbent, Vincent Harlow, pondered in his inaugural about the role of 336

historian in wider society and asserted: “he [a historian] should not take his documents into an 

ivory tower”. Harlow maintained that “the problem and responsibilities attaching at the 

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History upon the attention of the University of Oxford. An 334

Inaugural Lecture, April 28, 1906, Oxford 1906, pp. 31 - 32. 

 Coupland’s inaugural was published in: R. Coupland, The Empire in These Days - An Interpretation, London 335

1935, pp. 10 - 11. 

 Ibid.336
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present time to historiography in general, apply with particular force to British colonial 

history”.   337

Combined, Egerton, Coupland and Harlow held the Beit Chair for over half a century. 

Egerton’s inaugural was given when the Empire was still the global power, Coupland’s when 

the Empire was still a factor to be reckoned with, and Harlow’s when the Empire was in 

complete and irreversible retreat. These inaugurals, from 1906, 1925 and 1950, were a 

product of different times. Nevertheless, their historiographical visions were similar in at least 

one crucial aspect. They held the same view on the purpose of imperial history.  Imperial 338

history was intrinsically problem-solving in character and had a contemporary political 

purpose. Not that this view was uniquely associated with the Beit Chair. It was a shared 

characteristic of early imperial historians. Arthur P. Newton, who in 1920 became the first 

Rhodes Professor of Imperial History at King’s College in London, praised that the study of 

the Empire is done “in no spirit of dry-as-dust academicism”. According to Newton, the value 

of imperial history was expressed in the fact that imperial history not only covered the past 

but also “the tangled thickets of our present troubles out into the unknown future”.   339

The narratives of imperial growth, the tales about missionaries, mercenaries and merchants 

that helped spread British influence around the world, were written before the first years of 

the twentieth century, when imperial history was established as a separate field of historical 

investigation. In this chapter, I aim to offer a new interpretation of the birth of imperial 

 V. Harlow, The Historian and British Colonial History - An Inaugural Lecture. Delivered in the University of 337

Oxford on 16 November 1950, Oxford 1950, pp. 6 - 7. 

 The terms “imperial history” and “colonial history” were used interchangeably by contemporaries, without 338

any clear difference between the terms. For the sake of clarity and consistency, I will use the term “imperial 
history” throughout the text. I will use the term colonial history only when referring to institutions, e.g. the Beit 
Professorship of Colonial History.

 A. P. Newton, “The Progress of Imperial Studies”, United Empire - The Royal Colonial Institute Journal, Vol. 339

VII, London 1916, p. 90. 
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history. We cannot properly understand the actual objectives of the first imperial historians 

and the history they hoped to write unless we see imperial history, as they did, as a problem-

solving discipline. In doing so, we will be able to understand better its emergence and the 

imperial history produced in the first few decades of the field. Understanding the nascent field 

in this context allows us to uncover the foundational structure of imperial history. This 

approach will enable us to scrutinise the conclusions drawn by the first imperial historians. 

Furthermore, it allows us to understand their thematic predilections and chronologies. Lastly, 

it allows us to interrogate the geographical scope of their coverage, to answer the question for 

certain regions were prioritised over others. 

It is easy to dismiss the work of the first imperial historians. Their writings are more often 

than not simply regarded as history written by imperially-minded historians. As we will see, 

the charges against them are justified. Their first and ultimate loyalty was to the Empire. 

However, any premature verdict prevents us from understanding what they were doing with 

their writings and precludes analysis of the factors that stood behind the creation of imperial 

history and our understanding of the development of imperial historiography.  

Imperial history emerged as a project. The founding fathers shared the hope of a unified 

Empire and the conviction that something needed to be done about it to secure it in the future. 

The future determined the past. Contemporary challenges dictated which lessons of the 

imperial past were worthy of being preserved and communicated. As a field, imperial history 

was moulded by the goals of the first historians, and the vision of the past was subordinated to 

these goals. Imperial history, as envisaged by its founding fathers, was not only the history of 

the Empire. Above all, imperial history called for an imperial way of thinking about history. 

The outcome was the creation of imperial history as a separate field. However, that was not 
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the only objective of the founders. They hoped to imperialise history, to move the focus from 

Britain to the wider Empire and world. The intention was to uncover practical lessons offered 

by world history, which could help improve the durability of the British imperial structure.  

A deep conviction in the importance of history was not new, nor was it a novelty among 

proponents of Greater Britain.  However, the novelty of the first years of the twentieth 340

century was that the history of the Empire, more than any other history, became recognised as 

the history that needed to be studied. This was done by the individuals who ended up creating 

imperial history as a separate field. They believed that the value of imperial history lay in the 

fact that it offered the most relevant lessons for addressing contemporary dilemmas. 

Additionally, just like with the other case studies under scrutiny in this thesis, first reform 

became the goal, and disciplinary innovations only came after that. That is to say, the 

emergence of the new sub-fields of the human sciences was essentially a by-product of the 

desire to reform the Empire. Only after the imperial reformers entered the scene did 

professionalisation and institutionalisation happen. The first imperial historians saw 

themselves as reformers firstly and only secondly as historians. Imperial history was a 

medium that ought to make reform achievable, firstly by giving justification for it and 

secondly by pointing out how it could be done. 

In this chapter, I follow the lives and careers of the individuals who created imperial history. I 

will analyse the emergence of the first two chairs dedicated to imperial history, the Beit 

Professorship at Oxford and the Rhodes Professorship at King’s College in London. My goal 

is to answer why these chairs were created and what vision of the past they tried to convey. I 

will start this chapter by assessing the historiography of early imperial history. Following that, 

 See chapters: “All that glitters: political science and the lessons of history” in: S. Collini, D. Winch, J. 340

Burrow, That Noble Science of Politics; “From Ancient to Modern”, in: D. Bell, The Idea of Greater Britain. 
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I will present my main argument, that imperial history was initially conceived as a problem-

solving discipline.  

This chapter, therefore, has three parts. First, I exhibit the biggest contemporary concerns of 

Britain and its Empire in the eyes of the imperial history pioneers. Here, my objective is to 

demonstrate that the perceived problems, the symptoms of imperial decline, guided the 

academic endeavours of the pioneers. In the second part, I examine the process by which my 

protagonists searched for adequate cures. I will follow their reasoning, which eventually led to 

the creation and utilisation of new institutions and a different kind of historical syllabus. This 

solution was seen as the best way to confront the contemporary imperial conjuncture. The 

pioneers saw imperial history as a panacea for imperial problems. Nevertheless, this 

envisaged disciplinary cure-all had its side effects. These side effects are analysed in the third 

part, where I aim to establish the link between the goals of the first imperial historians and the 

history they were producing. Throughout the chapter, I will remain in touch with the premise 

of the whole thesis. The greatest drive for change in the human sciences was fuelled and 

shaped by the desire to save the Empire by creating stronger imperial bonds and a general 

overhaul of the imperial system.  

6.2. Historiography of Imperial History 

The latest attempt to write the history of early imperial history was made by Amanda Behm in 

2016.  Not surprisingly, imperial history's emergence has attracted historians' attention. In 341

particular, the life and work of John Robert Seeley have been scrutinised often and in great 

 A. Behm, Imperial History. 341
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detail.  Additionally, it seems that David McIntyre was right when he claimed that historians 342

had spent more ink writing about the Round Table “than on any other such small elite”.  The 343

lives of the Round Table members, alongside their contributions to the emerging imperial 

historiography, have been researched in great detail.   344

Surveys of the development of the historical profession give scant attention to the early days 

of imperial history.  Given that imperial history became what it is today, in terms of 345

influence, only in the second part of the twentieth century, that can be understandable. 

However, one can still say that the history of the Beit Professorship at Oxford and of Rhodes 

Professorship in London deserves more space in the histories of these educational 

institutions.  Nevertheless, the basic facts about the creation of these chairs are told 346

elsewhere.  Of all researchers, James G. Greenlee has been the most persistent with his 347

interests. Throughout his career, his research was dedicated to the first imperial historians and 

 D. Wormell, Sir John Seeley and the Uses of History, Cambridge 1980; P. Burroughs, “John Robert Seeley 342

and British Imperial History”, The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, Vol. 1, No. 2, 1973, pp. 
191-211; See also chapter: “Apostle of Unity”, in: D. Bell, The Idea of Greater Britain.

 W. David McIntyre, The Britannic Mission - Historians and the Making of the British Commonwealth, 343

London 2009, pp. 87 - 88. 

 D. Lavin, From Empire to International Commonwealth: a Biography of Lionel Curtis, Oxford 1995; “Lionel 344

Curtis”, The Round Table, Vol. 46, 1956, pp. 103–10; D. Lavin, ‘Lionel Curtis and the idea of the 
commonwealth’, in: Oxford and the Idea of the Commonwealth: ed. F. Madden, D. K. Fieldhouse, London 1982, 
pp. 97–121; J. E. Kendle, The Round Table Movement and Imperial Union, Toronto 1975; A. C. May, The Round 
Table, 1910–1966, DPhil dissertation, Oxford University, 1995; J. Simmons, ‘Sir Reginald Coupland, 1884–
1952’, Proceedings of the British Academy, Vol. 45, 1959, pp. 287–95. 

 P. R. H. Slee, Learning and a Liberal Education: The Study of Modern History in the Universities of Oxford, 345

Cambridge and Manchester 1800 - 1914, Manchester 1986; R. Soffer, Discipline and Power: the University, 
History and the Making of an English Elite, Stanford 1994. Soffer give some attention to imperial historians, 
Slee gave non.

 The History of the University of Oxford, Volume VIII - The Twentieth Century, ed: Brian Harrison, Oxford 346

1994.

 R. Drayton, “Imperial History and the Human Future”, History Workshop Journal, No. 74, 2012, pp. 156-172; 347

R. Symonds, Oxford and Empire - The Last Lost Cause?; F. Madden, “The Commonwealth, Commonwealth 
History and Oxford 1905 - 1971”, in: Oxford and the Idea of Commonwealth, ed: F. Madden, D. K. Fieldhouse, 
London 1982. 
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the emergence of “imperial studies”.  Historians who studied education and imperial 348

propaganda tangentially covered imperial history.   349

Researchers have emphasised the roles of various individuals. Their studies focused on 

different cases and have come up with somewhat different conclusions. However, they tend to 

agree that the “noble dream” of the first imperial historians was neither objectivity nor 

unbiased representation of the past but that imperial history was written by those who 

believed in the Empire. W. David McIntyre, while commenting on what the individuals 

associated with the Round Table did with history, argued that “the history of the Empire was 

manipulated”.  There is no doubt that this was the case. The creation of imperial history 350

brought a blurring of the universities’ borders and state interests. My research draws from 

Greenlee and Behm, who have contributed the most to the topic. Their archival work was 

meticulous, and their analytical insights are important. However, my argument is different. 

Greenlee argues that the founders of imperial studies turned towards education only after they 

realised that the Imperial Federation - a particular version of Greater Britain - was not 

achievable in the near future.  As I will show in the chapter about the Beit Professorship, 351

precisely the desire to transform the Empire into Imperial Federation was a force that stood 

behind the creation of the first chair of imperial history. Furthermore, even though some 

 J. G. Greenlee, “Imperial Studies and the Unity of the Empire”, The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth 348

History, Vol. 7, No. 3, 1979, pp. 321-335; J. G. Greenlee, “A succession of Seeleys: The ‘old school’ re-
examined”, The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, Vol. 4, No. 3, 1976, pp. 266-282; J. G. 
Greenlee, Education and Imperial Unity 1901-1926, New York & London 1987. 

 J. M. MacKenzie, Propaganda and Empire - The Manipulation of British Public Opinion 1880 - 1960, 349

Manchester 1984; J. A. Mangan, “Imperialism, history and education”, in: ’Benefits bestowed’? Education and 
British Imperialism, ed: J. A. Mangan, Manchester 1988; R. Aldrich, “Imperialism in the study and teaching of 
history”, in: ’Benefits bestowed’? Education and British Imperialism, ed: J. A. Mangan, Manchester 1988. 

 McIntyre studied the role of historians in the making of the Commonwealth. See: W. David McIntyre, The 350

Britannic Mission; W. David McIntyre, “The Commonwealth”, in: The Oxford History of the British Empire - 
Vol. V Historiography, ed: Robin W. Winks, Oxford 1999, p. 559. 

 J. G. Greenlee, “Imperial Studies and the Unity of the Empire”, pp. 321 - 335, esp. p. 322.351
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pioneers believed in Imperial Federation, and some did not, I demonstrate that imperial 

reform and the transformation of Great Britain into Greater Britain, was creedal for all of 

them. In other words, the political purpose of early imperial history was to propagate imperial 

reform, legitimise it and secure consent.  

Behm connects the emergence of imperial history with the divided model of the Empire. The 

Empire had two essentially different parts, self-governing territories on the one hand, and 

dependent colonies on the other.  She argues that imperial history emerged as “a formal 352

model of the British Empire's development and priorities”.  Unlike Behm, I believe that 353

imperial history emerged with the goal of offering alternatives to the inherited imperial 

system. The pioneers of imperial history did not use universities to produce manipulated 

knowledge that would codify existing structures. The knowledge was manipulated to 

challenge the current imperial layout.  

Imperial history emerged as a plea for change in the imperial organisation. We can note this if 

we compare imperial history's declared goals and scope with emerging imperial museums and 

the later founding of the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London. When 

museums turned towards ethnography and archaeology, and SOAS hoped to offer some 

practical knowledge to colonial administrators and military officers, imperial history kept 

distinct geographical and thematic scope.  It did not engage so much with the justification of 354

the present order or with the training of administrators nearly as much as it did point to the 

necessity of the reform and the ways in which it could be achieved. Furthermore, unlike 

 A. Behm, Imperial History, pp. 1-4, 101, 111.352

 A. Behm, “Settler Historicism and Anti-colonial Rebuttal in the British World, 1880-1920”, pp. 785-813. 353

 I. Brown, The School of Oriental and African Studies - Imperial Training and the Expansion of Learning, 354

Cambridge 2016, p. 7; J. M. MacKenzie, Museums and Empire Manchester 1990, p. 268.
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SOAS, where the incentive for the foundation came from the highest echelons of government, 

imperial history was created by those who hoped to change governmental policies.   355

I claim that the main drive that led to imperial history was the desire to change the existing 

imperial structure. The pioneers hoped to disseminate historical facts with a polemical 

purpose. They desired to canalise behaviour and inform the public about the necessity of 

imperial reform. We should consider them as imperial reformers first and as historians second. 

In a rare moment of honesty, shortly before he became the Beit Lecturer in 1912, Lionel 

Curtis disclosed his vision of the role of universities. In a letter to a friend, he admitted that he 

and his reformist friends did not want to know what “constituencies of the Empire were likely 

to accept”.  If they wanted that, Curtis wrote, “we ought to have gone to politicians, and not, 356

as we have consistently done, to Universities”. Instead, Curtis wanted to present the “real 

issues at stake” to the people. “That is exactly the kind of work which Universities exist to 

do”, Curtis observed.  The approach which sees the pioneers as imperial reformers is the 357

one which allows us to understand: a) why imperial historians avoided histories of dependent 

territories and started to cover them only after the First World War b) why imperial historians 

opted for the themes they studied, c) how they established their chronologies and d) what was 

the lesson of the past they sought to convey. 

 I. Brown, op. cit, pp. 11 - 17. Brown writes: “The School of Oriental and African Studies was founded by the 355

British state as an instrument to strengthen Britain’s political, commercial, and military presence in Asia and 
Africa. In other words, it was established to secure the running of the British Empire”. Ibid, p. 7.

 Curtis wrote to friend and historian Keith Feiling. Bodleian Library, “The Round Table Papers”, MS. Eng. 356

hist. c. 793, fol. 30 - 36. 

 Ibid.357
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6.3. The Pioneers 

The birth of imperial history cannot be separated from the individuals who midwifed the 

nascent field. These individuals used imperial history to project their political visions. 

Therefore, it is only possible to understand the new field with the intimate knowledge of its 

founders. At the same time, this also enables us to see that the emergence of the first two 

chairs was connected. In the context of the whole thesis, analysis of personal histories allows 

us to note that Empire reformists spurred innovations in the human sciences. Disciplinary 

innovations were implemented by a tiny group whose beliefs could be best described as 

reform-oriented imperialism. Following individual histories, we can see how the individuals 

in question instrumentally used universities and educational institutions. For the sake of 

clarity of the whole chapter and to clarify my line of reasoning, I will shortly introduce the 

individuals I consider to be the pioneers of institutionalised imperial history. 

For almost four decades, Charles Prestwood Lucas directed his capacities towards enlarging 

his knowledge about the Empire. He was a veteran of the Colonial Office, where he served 

from 1877 to 1911. In 1886, he was put in charge of the Emigrants’ Information Office (EIO), 

which aimed to supply information about settling in the territories of the Empire.  During 358

Lucas’ term in EIO, no less than sixteen handbooks were published.  During his association 359

with the EIO, Lucas realised how limited the knowledge about the Empire was. From that 

 This office was created as an attempt to hinder the flow of British immigrants to other countries, especially 358

the US. Its work was seen as a way of directing the flow of immigration towards the Empire. R. A. Butlin, 
“Lucas, Sir Charles Prestwood (1853–1931), civil servant, historian, and geographer”, in: Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography.

 These handbooks offered information about the economy and the climate of the colonies in question. They 359

provided data about the wages, work conditions and costs of travel. They included information about Canada, 
New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, Western Australia, Tasmania, New Zealand, Cape Colony, Natal and 
British Bechuanaland. In the British Library I was able to locate six of these handbooks, the ones issued from 
1888 to 1893. Lucas had instructions not to support immigration, just to present “facts”. House of Commons, 
Sessional Papers, Inventory Control Record 1, Volume 76, 1906, pp. 18 - 20. 
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moment onwards, Lucas was associated with various initiatives that aimed at expanding it. 

During the late 1880s, Lucas started a book series, A Historical Geography of the British 

Colonies. In 1887, he launched the series with his Introduction to a Historical Geography of 

the British Colonies.  The series would go on for forty years. Lucas himself wrote the first 360

five volumes. It is important to note that the series’ title obfuscates its content. There was not 

much geography in Lucas’ historical geography. He produced books about the history and 

growth of the Empire that were accompanied by maps and paid attention to the details of the 

geographical scope of the expansion.  361

In 1895, as soon as Joseph Chamberlain entered the government as the Secretary of State for 

the Colonies, Lucas became the Under Secretary of State for the Colonies.  Like 362

Chamberlain, Lucas hoped to bring Britain and the colonies closer together. In 1907, the 

Colonial Office established a new section, the Dominion Department. The first head of the 

Department was Lucas, who was “committed to the encouragement of closer dominion 

relations”.  However, his hopes to become the Permanent Undersecretary or to lead the 363

Colonial Office atrophied when the Liberals came to power in 1905. Like his promotion under 

Chamberlain, and his unfulfilled ambitions under the Liberals, Lucas’ departure from the 

Colonial Office was connected with party politics.  

 C. P. Lucas, Introduction to a Historical Geography of the British Colonies, Oxford 1887. 360

 C. P. Lucas, A Historical Geography of the British Colonies - Vol. I, Oxford 1888; C. P. Lucas, 361

A Historical Geography of the British Colonies - Vol. II , Oxford 1890; C. P. Lucas, 
A Historical Geography of the British Colonies - Vol. III West Africa, Oxford 1894; C. P. Lucas, 
A Historical Geography of the British Colonies - Vol. IV South and East Africa, Part I - Historical, Oxford 1897; 
C. P. Lucas, A Historical Geography of the British Colonies - Vol. IV South Africa, Part II History to the Union 
of South Africa, Oxford 1915; C. P. Lucas, A Historical Geography of the British Colonies - Vol. V Canada Part 
I - New France, Oxford 1901. In the early years of the twentieth century these books were revised, have been 
republished with different titles.

 In this capacity Lucas made sure that Mackinder got all support for his COVIC ideas. The National Archives, 362

Treasury Papers, T-1/10989/4431/3686; Colonial Office CO 323/816/8. 

 K. S. McDorman, “Lucas, Charles Prestwood”, Historical Dictionary of the British Empire - K - Z, ed: J. S. 363

Olson, R. Shadle, Westport, CT, 1996, p. 686.
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Illustration 14: Charles Prestwood Lucas (1853 - 1931). Portrait from 1920. Source: The 
National Portrait Gallery.



In 1910, he submitted a memorandum to the Colonial Secretary in which he asked for the 

general overhaul of the Colonial Office and the creation of a new Dominion Ministry. His 

retirement process started soon afterwards. The official reason was that his eyesight was 

diminishing.  The voluminous character of his writing in the coming years makes this 364

explanation untrustworthy. In 1912 he published Greater Rome and Greater Britain and the 

edited version of the 1838 Durham report.  Through his administrative work or writing, the 365

Empire remained the essence of Lucas’ concerns.  As a fellow of All Souls College in 366

Oxford, a position he took after 1912, Lucas did not just write. Still, he was also connected 

with several educational initiatives that aimed to create and spread knowledge and awareness 

about the Empire.  

The personal relations between the pioneers were intimate. Hugh Egerton, the first Beit 

Professor of Colonial History, and arguably the first professional imperial historian, was 

Lucas’ assistant from the EIO. Egerton, whose mother came from an aristocratic background 

and whose father was an MP, studied at Oxford. Through family connections, he obtained a 

junior position in the Colonial Office. There, Egerton helped Lucas with the preparation of the 

handbooks. Egerton developed a solid commitment to the Empire's prosperity during his time 

with Lucas.  Furthermore, during his term with the EIO, Egerton realised that there was a 367

 His departure was deemed as premature by contemporary observers. J. Greenlee, Education and Imperial 364

Unity, 100, R. A. Butlin, “Lucas, Sir Charles Prestwood (1853–1931)”; H. E. Egerton, “The Problem of the 
Empire”, United Empire, The Royal Colonial Institute Journal, Vol IV, 1913, p. 269. 

 C. P. Lucas, Greater Rome and Greater Britain, Oxford 1912; Lord Durham's Report on the Affairs of British 365

North America, Vol. I - III, ed: C. P. Lucas, Oxford 1912. The frequency of his publications did not diminish in 
the coming years. 

 C. P. Lucas, The British Empire - Six Lectures, London 1915; C. P. Lucas, Empire and Democracy, London 366

1916; C. P. Lucas, The Beginnings of English Overseas Enterprise: a Prelude to the Empire, Oxford 1917. Lucas 
also edited and wrote large parts of the The Empire at War Series, that was published from 1921 to 1925. 

 R. Coupland, B. Nilanjana, “Egerton, Hugh Edward (1855–1927), historian”, in: Oxford Dictionary of 367

National Biography; M. Bentley, Modernizing England’s Past - English Historiography in the Age of 
Modernism 1870 - 1970, Cambridge 2005, pp. 75 - 77; N. Evans, “A World Empire, Sea-Girt”: The British 
Empire, State and Nations, 1780–1914”, in: Nationalizing Empires, ed: A. Miller, S. Berger, Budapest 2015, pp. 
90 - 91. 
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need to make an authoritative account of the growth of the British empire. He took up the 

task.  

In 1896, Egerton left the EIO and, in 1897, published A Short History of British Colonial 

Policy. Egerton’s first book enjoyed success and went through six editions before his 

retirement in 1920.  Wm. Roger Louis argued that, after Seeley, Egerton was the pioneer of 368

imperial history.  Seeley is considered a pioneer insofar as he was the first to point to the 369

Empire's importance and the lack of attention it typically received among historians. What 

needs to be noted is that, apart from the collection of lectures published as The Expansion of 

England, Seeley did not write about the Empire. The Expansion of England proved hugely 

influential, but it was Seeley’s only work on the Empire. However, Egerton was seen as a 

pioneer, both by contemporaries and subsequent historians, because he wrote the first 

scholarly survey of the Empire.  Unlike Seeley, Egerton never wrote about anything else 370

other than the Empire. 

After leaving the Colonial Office, Egerton remained closely associated with Lucas. The story 

that exemplifies this happened in 1903. Lucas wanted to publish a new edition of his 

Introduction to a Historical Geography of the British Colonies, originally published in 1887. 

However, on the rise within the Colonial Office, Lucas feared that the highly opinionated text 

could hurt his standing. Egerton was given the task of revising the book. Eventually, Egerton 

 J. Greenlee, Education and Imperial Unity, pp. 26 - 27.368

 Wm. R. Louis, “Introduction”, in: The Oxford History of the British Empire - Vol. V Historiography, ed: R. W. 369

Winks, Oxford 1999, p. 12, 

 P. Burroughs, “John Robert Seeley and British imperial history”, 198; R. Coupland, “British Colonial Policy 370

in the Twentieth Century. by H. E. Egerton”, Journal of the British Institute of International Affairs, Vol. 2, No. 
3, 1923, p. 125.
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revised and published the book under his name.  Just like Lucas, during the whole period, 371

Egerton wrote voluminously. In 1900, he published a biography of Stamford Raffles, and in 

1903 he published and edited the speeches of William Molesworth.  Following that, with 372

William Grant, his assistant at Oxford, Egerton published documents relating to the 

development of Canadian self-government.  In 1908, Egerton wrote a volume for A 373

Historical Geography of the British Colonies series.  Egerton published another two 374

significant works in the last decade of his career.  Again, as we will see, like Lucas, Egerton 375

equally sought any opportunity to proselytise the imperial history outside the university walls.  

Like Lucas and Egerton, Sidney Low was another Oxonian. The three of them, born in 1853, 

1855, and 1857, entered Oxford University around the time when Modern History became an 

honours degree in 1872.  However, Lucas and Egerton earned degrees in classical 376

 Lucas insisted that Egerton publish the book under his own name. It remains unclear who wrote what in the 371

revised edition. The original publication was: C. P. Lucas, Introduction to a Historical Geography of the British 
Colonies, Oxford 1887, and it served as an introduction for the whole series. The revised version was published 
as: H. E. Egerton, The Origin and Growth of the English Colonies and of their System of Government: An 
Introduction to Mr. C. P. Lucas’s Historical Geography of British Colonies, Oxford 1903. Some basic details 
about Lucas’ decision not to publish revised version under his name are given by: L. Howsam, “Imperial 
Publishers And The Idea Of Colonial History, 1870-1916”, History of Intellectual Culture, Vol. 5, No. 1, 2005, p. 
7; F. Madden, “The Commonwealth, Commonwealth History and Oxford 1905 - 1971”, p. 11.

 Stamford Raffles (1781 - 1826) was colonial administrator, conqueror of Java, and founder of Singapore. See: 372

H. E. Egerton, Sir Stamford Raffles: England in the Far East, London 1900. William Molesworth was Secretary 
of the State for the Colonies in 1855, and was known as a champion of colonial self-government. See: Selected 
Speeches of Sir William Molesworth - On Questions Relating to Colonial Policy, ed. H. E. Egerton, London 
1903. 
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by the Vice Chancellor”, DC 9/1/1, p. 64; H. E. Egerton, “Oxford and Empire”, Proceedings of the Royal 
Colonial Institute, Volume XL, London 1909, p. 66; H. E. Egerton, W. L. Grant, Canadian Constitutional 
Development, shown by selected speeches and despatches, with introductions and explanatory notes, London 
1907.
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 H. E. Egerton, Federations and Unions within the British Empire, Oxford 1911; H. E. Egerton, The Causes 375

and the Character of the American Revolution, Oxford 1923. In 1920 Egerton published The Origin and Growth 
of Greater Britain, however, this book actually was Egerton’s introduction to Lucas’ Historical Geography, now 
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moderations and literae humaniores.  Low was the first, and the only, among the pioneers of 377

imperial history who received a degree in Modern History. In other words, Low was the only 

trained historian among the imperial history pioneers. In the 1880s, after graduation, Low 

started his career by lecturing on constitutional history at King’s College in London. 

However, Low was predominantly committed to journalism over the next few decades. 

During this period, Low became a recognised hardline pro-imperial intellectual and showed 

unceasing support for the likes of Alfred Milner, Cecil Rhodes, Evelyn Barring and Nathaniel 

Curzon.  Even though the Empire was of constant interest to Low, his foray into imperial 378

history was as sudden as it was consequential.  

In 1912, Low gave a talk in front of the members of the British Academy, in which he called 

for the creation of special studies dedicated to the Empire in London. It could be said that 

with this lecture, Low singlehandedly launched the idea of creating “imperial studies” in 

London.  Low soon afterwards became the “Lecturer in Imperial and Colonial History” at 379

King’s College.  His initiative was the spark that started the Imperial Studies Committee 380

 Lucas in 1873 and 1876, and Egerton in 1874 and 1876. Interestingly, Lionel Curtis followed their footsteps 377

and obtained honours in classical moderations and literae humaniores in 1892 and 1894. R. A. Butlin, “Lucas, 
Sir Charles Prestwood (1853–1931), civil servant, historian, and geographer”; R. Coupland, B. Nilanjana, op. cit; 
A. S. Thompson, “Low, Sir Sidney James Mark (1857–1932), journalist, historian, and essayist”, in: Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography; A. May, “Curtis, Lionel George (1872–1955), writer and public servant”, in: 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.

 A. S. Thompson, op. cit.378

 S. Low, “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in London”, pp. 491–513. The paper was read on 27th 379

November 1912. Most recently Amanda Behm have pointed to the importance of Low’s lecture. See: A. Behm, 
Imperial History, p. 1. The importance of Low’s intervention was also noticed by contemporaries and by 
subsequent researchers. See: C. P. Lucas, “Introduction”, in: A. P. Newton, The Old Empire and the New, London 
1917, p. v; T. Reese, The History of the Royal Commonwealth Society, Oxford 1968, p. 114; W. David McIntyre, 
The Britannic Mission, p. 97.

 King’s College Archives, “University College London: King’s College, Minutes of the Delegacy”, No. 2, Fol. 380

90. 
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(ISC) in London and eventually led to the creation of the Rhodes Professorship of Imperial 

History.   381

If Low launched the idea of “imperial studies” in London, Arthur Percival Newton saw that 

the idea would come to fruition.  Newton, labelled as “able” and “energetic” by his 382

contemporaries, was closely associated with Lucas and served as an “organising secretary” 

with the ISC.  He was associated with the King’s College Imperial History Lectures since 383

the programme’s creation in 1913. In 1920, Newton became the first Rhodes Professor of 

Imperial History.  Arguably, his most significant contribution to imperial historiography was 384

The Cambridge History of the British Empire (CHBE), published in eight volumes between 

1929 and 1936. Newton co-edited the series with John Holland Rose and Ernest Alfred 

Benians. However, it seems that Newton was the main driving force behind the project.  385

 Imperial Studies Committee was formed in London in 1914. Its goal was to promote and organise “imperial 381

studies in London”. It was not unusual to give a talk in front of British Academy and to call for establishment of 
new kind of studies. It is recognised that important stimulus for creating The School of Oriental and African 
Studies (SOAS) came from a talk “Oriental studies in England and abroad” that T. W. Rhys Davids read in front 
of British Academy in 1904. I. Brown, The School of Oriental and African Studies - Imperial Training and the 
Expansion of Learning, Cambridge 2016, p. 10. Part of the argument Rhys Davids presented introduced the 
theme that was also picked up by the founders of imperial history. Whereas Britain and Ireland had five chairs in 
“Oriental studies”, Rhys Davids asserted, Germany had fifty one. The language he used clearly points that he 
had Anglo-German competition in mind. Academics were designated as the “the cruisers of the fleet”. One of the 
reasons why Empired required scientific attention was due to the fact that Germany was doing exactly that. Ibid, 
p. 10. 

 Some, unjustifiably, argue that the study of imperial history in London was the achievement of Newton alone. 382

See: T. Reese, The History of the Royal Commonwealth Society, p. 116.

 C. P. Lucas, “Imperial Studies”, United Empire - The Royal Colonial Institute Journal, Vol. VI, 1915, p. 665; 383
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Apart from CHBE, Newton was a prolific writer who had written and edited numerous books 

about the Empire.   386

6.4. Diagnosing the Problems  

The pioneers of imperial history shared one particular belief. Without exception, they all felt 

that the future of the Empire was uncertain.  Dangerous prospects were not located in the 387

distant future. Instead, perils were already on the horizon. The pioneers were convinced that 

the Empire was facing mortal dangers. In this sense, they were similar to Mackinder. Hyam’s 

description of Edwardian imperial thinking as “pessimistic” without a doubt applied to the 

pioneers of imperial history.  Their worldview was based on grim forecasts. In a way, they 388

were captives of their unanalysed faith in the validity of this assumption. Therefore, in their 

view, the Empire was confronted with a simple dilemma. It would be either reformed, or its 

power would be lost. In the words of Egerton, “Either the British Empire must find a concrete 

embodiment of its unity, or else, under the dissolving force of separate interests and mutual 

ignorance, it will in time fall to pieces and perish, as have perished the other empires of the 

past”.   389

 A. P. Newton, Colonising Activities of English Puritans, Oxford 1914; A. P. Newton, The Old Empire and the 386
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 This was not unique just for the imperial history pioneers. See: P. M. Kennedy, The Rise of Anglo German 387

Antagonism 1860 - 1914, p. 308; A. L. Friedberg, The Weary Titan – Britain and the Experience of Relative 
Decline 1895 – 1905, Princeton 2010.
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The perceived dangers included both internal imperial disputes and external threats. The 

advent of mass politics was seen as a severe threat. Mass politics was not just a factor to be 

reckoned with but a real danger for the imperial future. Hence, the pioneers did not look 

kindly towards the enlargement of the franchise.  According to them, the Empire was 390

imperilled by the ignorant masses.  This was another point of overlap with Mackinder. 391

However, despite anti-democratic tendencies, the pioneers saw the spread of democracy at 

home as inevitable, and they were not ready to oppose it.  The unpreventable emergence of 392

mass politics prompted the question that Egerton tried to tackle already in his first work. The 

working class was slowly moving towards greater political influence, but what would be their 

attitude towards the Empire?   393

From the first scholarly account of imperial history, its pioneers considered the dangers of 

untutored plebs. Lewis Namier wrote to the Round Table member Edward Grigg about the 

ignorance of the working class: “you can hardly imagine the complete ignorance of most of 

our working men on anything connected with the Empire… most of them just repeat the anti-

imperialist nonsense of the Nation, the Daily News and Daily Herald”.  The pioneers took a 394

view that imperial history could nurture sound political judgement as history was one of the 

 For Lucas see: J. G. Greenlee, Education and Imperial Unity 1901-1926, p. 98. It ought to be said that anti-390

democratic sentiment was present with some of the pioneers from their earliest youth. During his high-school 
days Curtis claimed that democracy was “evil”, and that with the third reform act “votes were given to the slum 
population”. D. Lavin, From Empire to International Commonwealth, p. 10.

 Egerton talked about “the dangers [coming] from an educated proletariat”. H. Egerton, “Oxford and Empire”, 391

p. 60. 

 “In an age of steam democracy became inevitable” argued Lucas. C. P. Lucas, “The Influence of Science on 392

Empire”, in: King’s College Lectures on Colonial Problems, ed: F. J. C. Hearnshaw, London 1913, p. 114 - 115. 

 H. E. Egerton, Short History of British Colonial Policy, London 1897, p. 5. The Round Table had the same 393

view of potential danger of labour politics around the Empire. Round Table Quarterly, “South Africa: The 
Labour Party”, Vol. 3, No. 10, 1913, p. 376; Round Table Quarterly, “New Zealand: Population and 
Immigration”, Vol. 2, No. 5, 1911, p. 176-177; Round Table Quarterly, “Australia: Labour Party”, Vol. 2, No. 7, 
1912, p. 551. 

 Bodleian Library, The Round Table Papers, “General correspondence, Jan-Sep 1914”, MS. Eng. Hist. c. 786, 394

Namier to Grigg, 14.7.1914, fol. 121 - 122. 
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most important sources of knowledge. If this knowledge was sidelined or neglected, grave 

mistakes could be made. The view of the pioneers was not only paternalistic, but it also 

brought an assumption that carefully planned curriculums could produce desired beliefs. 

The advent of democracy meant that the decisions about the imperial future depended on the 

general population's consent. The pioneers asserted that the general population needed proper 

training. In other words, the maintenance of the Empire required a carefully developed 

educational program. No one put it more bluntly than Lucas in 1919: “Extension of the 

parliamentary franchise makes the teaching of this [imperial] history the plain duty of all who 

are charged with the business of public instruction in the UK”.  Even before the expansion 395

of the franchise in 1918, Lucas asked: “If the democracy of the United Kingdom is not given 

sound, sober, thoughtful teaching about the Empire, how can it be expected to form sound, 

sober, thoughtful views on Imperial questions?”.  Unsurprisingly, the pioneers never 396

questioned whether history offered exactly those lessons that they were reading into the past. 

The internal imperial problem was not confined to the rise of the working class in politics. 

The pioneers feared that the self-governing colonies - known as Dominions after 1907 - 

would eventually get tired of the Empire. Especially after 1905, when Richard Jebb published 

Studies in Colonial Nationalism, many started to consider the future in which self-governing 

colonies move towards independence. In the eyes of the pioneers, this would be a catastrophe. 

Lionel Curtis wrote to Richard Jebb: “I cannot think of any one idea that has made such a 

 “Editorial Notes And Comments - Imperial History in Schools”, United Empire, The Royal Colonial Institute 395

Journal, Vol. 10, London 1919, p. 91. 

 “What do nine out of ten working men, or what did they before the present War, know or care about the 396

Empire? And why? Because they have never been systematically taught to know and to care”. C. P. Lucas, 
“Imperial Studies”, pp. 665, 667. 
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deep impression on my mind as your idea of Nationalism has done”.  The pioneers, 397

however, drifted away from Jebb’s position.  

Jebb saw the development of separate identities, in various dominions, as a natural and 

inevitable process. As Richards Symonds noted, according to Jebb, the citizens of self-

governing colonies were not simply Englishmen who did not live in England anymore.  For 398

the first imperial historians, this was not so clear. It was not a pre-given fact that could not be 

altered but a problem that needed to be addressed. Sidney Low argued: “The warning of the 

American revolt had impressed itself perhaps too strongly upon the imagination of our 

politicians. It was assumed that the “natural destiny” of a colony was to achieve complete 

independence as soon as it was able to stand alone”.  The pioneers believed that history 399

could be used to counteract these trends. 

The first aspect of the crisis was that the problems were already discernible on the horizon. 

The second aspect, deemed even more perilous, was that no one was seriously looking for 

solutions. The Empire was facing severe difficulties, the pioneers agreed, yet no one was 

studying them. No one properly studied the Empire, they argued. In the words of Low, “the 

greatest of Imperial nations has no Imperial literature worthy of the name”.  Egerton, in a 400

text appropriately titled “The Problem of the Empire”, argued that other powers, especially 

France and Germany, studied their empires. Additionally, in the US, historical societies 

receive substantial financial support. Egerton went on: “it is only in England, the greatest 

 D. Lavin, From Empire to International Commonwealth, p. 64.397

 R. Symonds, Oxford and Empire - The Last Lost Cause?, p. 75. 398

 S. Low, “The Problem of an Imperial Executive”, in: King’s College Lectures on Colonial Problems, ed: F. J. 399

C. Hearnshaw, London 1913, p. 191. 

 S. Low, “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in London”, p. 503.400
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colonising nation of modern times, that the subject is deemed unworthy of support”.  401

Egerton wrote that imperial history was neither receiving the support nor the attention it 

deserved.  Lucas was thinking along similar lines: “It is to my mind inexplicable why the 402

British Empire, as a subject to be learnt and taught, as an object of research, has been kept so 

much in the background”.  403

Were they right? Was the history of the British Empire neglected? There is no simple answer. 

John M. MacKenzie has argued that the imperial sentiment was omnipresent in the school 

curriculum.  J. A. Mangan argued that “the last quarter of the 19th century saw a close 404

relationship established between the system of secondary schooling, propaganda and the 

concept of imperialism” and that “public school staff were persuasive and persistent 

propagators of imperialism”.  Contemporaries noted the pattern of attempts to imbue 405

curriculum with imperialistic content. John Hobson, a well-known critic of imperialism, was 

crystal clear: “Most serious of all is the persistent attempt to seize the school system for 

Imperialism masquerading as patriotism. To capture the childhood of the country, to 

mechanise its free play into the routine of military drill, to cultivate the savage survivals of 

combativeness, to poison its early understanding of history by false ideals and pseudo-

heroes”.  With the exception of Bernard Porter, the stance of modern historiography is that 406

 H. E. Egerton, “The Problem of the Empire”, p. 495.401

 Ibid, p. 494.402

 C. P. Lucas, “Imperial Studies”, p. 665. 403

 J. M. MacKenzie, Propaganda and Empire, pp. 1 - 11. According to MacKenzie the omnipresence of 404

imperialism was sidelined, starting from 1920s and 1930s, by those who either wanted to argue that working 
class was interested mostly for inner politics in Britain, or by those who tried to point that British imperial 
experience was essentially different from the German one. J. M. MacKenzie, „Introduction”, in: Imperialism and 
Popular Culture, ed. J. M. MacKenzie, Manchester 1986, p. 2.

 J. A. Mangan, ‘“The Grit of our Forefathers” – Invented traditions, propaganda and imperialism’”, in: 405
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 J. A. Hobson, Imperialism: A Study, London 2005 [1902], p. 215. 406
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British culture, society and politics in the late 19th and early 20th centuries were deeply 

influenced by imperialism.  407

However, the pioneers did have a point when it came to actual research done on the Empire. 

The English Historical Review (EHR) was created in 1886 by some of Britain’s leading 

historians. The journal aimed to become the first professional periodical “dedicated to the 

study of history”.  Until 1906, when Egerton started to lecture at Oxford, only five articles 408

published in the EHR were related to the history of the British Empire. One article every four 

years in a journal which published four volumes per year, and every volume had between 

three and six articles. Furthermore, Cambridge Modern History (CMH), published between 

1902 and 1912 in twelve large volumes, gave scant attention to the Empire. Volume V, The 

Age of Louis XIV, devoted equal attention to the history of the colonies and the Wars for 

Spanish Succession. Volume VI, The Eighteenth Century, did the same - equal numbers of 

chapters were devoted to India and the War of the Austrian Succession. Furthermore, Lord 

Acton, who both founded EHR and edited CMH, claimed that finding suitable authors for the 

chapters about the Empire was difficult.  409

It doesn't seem very easy to believe that the Empire was omitted intentionally, as the pioneers 

argued. For several reasons, the Empire did not receive as much attention as the pioneers 

deemed sufficient. As we will see later, the pioneers focused almost exclusively on the self-

governing parts of the Empire and disregarded existing studies on the dependent Empire. In 

 B, Porter, The Absent-minded Imperialists: Empire, Society, and Culture in Britain, Oxford 2004; For 407

opposed views: C. Hall, Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony in the English Imagination, Chicago 2002; 
Politics and Empire in Victorian Britain: A Reader, ed: A. Burton, London 2001. For a synthesis of debates see: 
D. Kennedy, The Imperial History Wars Debating the British Empire, London 2018.

 “Prefatory”, The English Historical Review, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1886, p. 1. The EHR targeted “the general reader”, 408
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Oxford, for instance, scholarship on India started to develop well before the pioneers raised 

charges against the neglect of the Empire. A Readership in Indian Law and Indian History was 

established in Oxford in 1878, and the Honour School in Indian Studies was established in 

1886.  Equally, in London, there was almost an abundance of chairs dedicated to various 410

„colonial” languages. In University College London and King’s College by 1900, there were 

chairs and posts in Hebrew, Hindustani, Sanskrit, Chinese, Telugu, Tamil, Arabic, Persian, 

Bengali, Turkish, Japanese, Hausa, Swahili and Zulu, and to Oriental literature and Indian 

law.   411

Secondly, apart from India, larger parts of the imperial possessions had been acquired far too 

recently to be considered by historians. When imperial history emerged, history as a 

professionalised discipline had existed for at least three decades. Modern History became a 

degree subject at Oxford in 1872, and the Historical Tripos was created at Cambridge in 

1875.  However, Modern History was modern only in its name. It rarely went beyond 412

1830.  The post-1830-events which led to the enlargement of the Empire were not studied 413

because historians did not study such recent events. An additional reason for the neglect of the 

Empire seems to be the influence and popularity of constitutional history.  We can also 414

assume that eurocentrism further tied historians to Britain and Europe. However, the pioneers 

of imperial history continually and repeatedly argued that their field was neglected. When the 

 F. Madden, “The Commonwealth, Commonwealth History and Oxford 1905 - 1971”, p. 8. 410
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Historical Tripos at Cambridge was being reviewed in 1909, Ernest Alfred Benians 

complained that the current curriculum was “not an adequate treatment of colonial history”.  415

One can argue that the alleged neglect of the Empire can be disproved by the tremendous 

popularity of Seeley’s Expansion of England.  However, among historians, Seeley had many 416

followers but not many disciples. As we have already seen, the pioneers, except Low, were 

not trained historians. Neither was Seeley, but ever since the publication of his Expansion of 

England in 1883, none of his Cambridge students followed his lead. All the pioneers were 

educated at Oxford. Furthermore, Seeley, as Regius Professor of Modern History, was 

succeeded by none other than Lord Acton, a historian who, as we have seen, did not believe 

that imperial history deserved more attention. What remains a fact and needs to be noted is 

that the pioneers were not acting as insiders. They did not create the new field from within. 

The pioneers were not members of the university staff at the time when the calls for the 

creation of imperial history were made. In both cases, in Oxford and London, the initiative for 

creating imperial history chairs came from outside universities, from Leo Amery and Sidney 

Low, respectively.  Furthermore, when Egerton and Low were hired - the first hirings in 417

Oxford and London - they did not move to their positions from other departments. They came 

from the civil service and journalism. 

The perceived problems faced by the Empire were not only internal. Especially after the Boer 

War, imperial anxieties were rising. Aaron Friedberg argues that the decade from 1895 - 1905 

 R. Hyam, “The study of imperial and commonwealth history at Cambridge, 1881–1981: Founding fathers and 415

pioneer research students”, The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, Vol. 29, No. 3, 2001, p. 79. 

 There is some symbolism in fact that Seeley’s lectures remained in print all until 1956, the year of the Suez 416

crisis. R. T. Shannon, “Seeley, Sir John Robert (1834–1895), historian”, in: Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography.

 L. S. Amery, My Political Life, Vol. 1, London 1953, p. 184; S. Low, “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in 417

London”. 
Page  of 141 353



was marked by discussions about the relative nature of British power.  The pioneers of 418

imperial history used dark colours to portray the future of the Empire. For them, the new 

world that was emerging brought fresh dangers. Similarly to Mackinder, they were convinced 

that the future belonged to powerful states. “The tendency of the times is in the direction of 

great nations”, Egerton argued.  “Matched against its neighbours, its rivals, its possible 419

enemies, the United Kingdom is a comparatively small country,” Low claimed.  The 420

pioneers of imperial history opposed the so-called “little Englanders”.  In reality, they were 421

the ones that often claimed that England was small and, as a result, maintained that the 

Empire was necessary.   422

The world was becoming a more volatile and hostile place. However, precisely at the time 

when knowledge about the world was needed the most, not much of that knowledge was 

available in Britain. No one studied the world, the pioneers claimed. This was recognised as a 

problem. There is some truth in this claim. A minority of history students knew modern 

foreign languages.  Even after the Great War, the situation was not significantly different. 423

The Asquith Commission, set up to analyse the work of the University of Oxford and the 

University of Cambridge, assessed that “our highest academic class is condemned through 

poverty to know little or nothing of life or learning outside this island”.  Lord Bryce 424

 A. Friedberg, op. cit, p. 19. 418

 H. E. Egerton, The Origin & Growth of Greater Britain, p. 181. 419

 S. Low, “The Problem of an Imperial Executive”, pp. 193, 194.420

 “The little Englandism with which the sane imperialist is always at war”. H. E. Egerton, “The Colonial 421

Reformers of 1830”, in: King’s College Lectures on Colonial Problems, ed: F. J. C. Hearnshaw, London 1913, p. 
175. 

 “We are but forty-six millions against the sixty-seven millions of Germany, the hundred millions of the 422

United States, the hundred and millions of Russia. But taking the Empire as a whole we have a population which 
goes far beyond any sixty of those mentioned”. Ibid, p. 194

 R. N. Soffer, “Modern History”, p. 378. 423

 J. G. Darwin, “A World University”, in: The History of the University of Oxford, Volume VIII The Twentieth 424

Century, ed: Brian Harrison, Oxford 1994, p. 613. 
Page  of 142 353



claimed: “it is surprising, with a people alert, intelligent, and enterprising like ours, that there 

should not be more curiosity about the outer world than seems to exist among them”.   425

Arthur Newton, reminiscing in the 1920s about the development of historical education in 

Britain, wrote that “the history of other parts of the world was almost wholly neglected”. 

Newton claimed that all that was studied was a political and constitutional history of England 

and European history in points that overlapped with English history.  In a way, imperial 426

historians challenged the dominant historiographical focus favouring Britain and Europe. 

However, we should not go too far with this conclusion. As we will see, the pioneers did not 

have in mind historiography where all parts of the world deserve equal attention. They hoped 

to move the focus towards imperial topics.  

The pioneers were acting together by trying to frame the debate about the Empire on their 

terms. They hoped to set the agenda of conversations and legitimise their academic project. 

We can note coordination. In 1913, Lucas, Egerton and Low used the phrase “the problem of 

the Empire”. It is unclear who coined it. Egerton published the text “The Problem of the 

Empire”. He wrote: “the problem of the Empire is how its permanence is to be secured”.  427

Lucas claimed: “I defined the Problem of the Empire as how to hold together lands and 

peoples which are distant or diverse or both. What is the modern British problem? It is how to 

hold together under democratic conditions lands of great size and widely scattered, with very 

diverse peoples, which are at a great distance from each other”.  Low was thinking along the 428

same lines: “If we reject the alternative of allowing the status quo to continue until the 

 “Imperial History and Geography - Deputation to the President of the Board of Education”, United Empire 425

Vol. IX, No. 9, London 1918, p. 396

 A. P. Newton, The Principles of Training for Historical Investigation, pp. 15 - 16. 426

 H. E. Egerton, “The Problem of the Empire”, p. 271. 427

 C. P. Lucas, “The Influence of Science on Empire”, p. 120. 428

Page  of 143 353



centrifugal forces develop towards separation, we are left with the task of developing local 

nationalism under a common constitutional machinery for common political purposes. That as 

it seems to me is the problem of Empire”.  A few years later, Lionel Curtis further developed 429

the “the problem” approach.  There was no doubt what the pioneers saw as the problem. The 430

next step was to find the solution.  

6.5. Institutions: The Remedy for the Problems 

The other great powers were getting stronger. Yet, the most worrying tendency was that other 

powers were developing their capacities to study imperial possessions. France had the École 

Coloniale in Paris, the École Pratique Coloniale in Havre, and the Institut Colonial in 

Marseille. Germany had the Kolonial Institut in Hamburg, the Kolonial Schule in 

Witzenhausen and the Seminar für Orientalische Sprachen associated with the University of 

Berlin.  Britain did not have comparable institutions. 431

According to Seeley, history is supposed to pursue practical objects. In his view, historians 

should turn “narrative into problems”. This was the proper way of doing relevant historical 

research. He maintained: “break the drowsy spell of narrative; ask yourself questions; set 

 S. Low, “The Problem of an Imperial Executive”, p. 212.429

 L. Curtis, The Problem of the Commonwealth, London 1916. It seems that the federalist schemes were put as 430

a solution to the imperial problem firstly by George Parkin in 1892. See: G. R. Parkin, Imperial Federation: The 
Problem of National Unity, London 1892. 

 P. Evans - Lewin, “The Co-ordination of colonial studies”, United Empire, The Royal Colonial Institute 431

Journal, Vol IV, 1913, pp. 487 - 490. The pioneers knew about some, but not about all “colonial schools” in 
France. Their number was even higher. In other words, they felt, with a good reason, that Britain was lacking 
with this type of an educational arrangements, but were not fully aware of the scope of it. See: J. F. Klein, “La 
création de l'Ecole coloniale de Lyon. Au cœur des polémiques du Parti colonial”, Outre-Mers. Revue d’histoire, 
Vol. 93, 2006, pp. 147 - 148. For a detailed overview of contemporary developments in Berlin see: A. Eckert, 
“Afrikanische Sprachen und Afrikanistik“, in: Geschichte der Universität Unter den Linden 1810-2010, Bd.6: 
Selbstbehauptung einer Vision, ed: H.E. Tenorth, Berlin 2010, pp. 535-546; P. Heine, “Orientalistik an der 
Berliner Universität”, in: Geschichte der Universität Unter den Linden 1810-2010, Bd.6: Selbstbehauptung einer 
Vision, ed: H.E. Tenorth, Berlin 2010, 521 - 534. 
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yourself problems”.  In that way, the pioneers of imperial history were true offspring of 432

Seeley. They wanted to produce a history that would deal with the pressing contemporary 

issues. Not because they only desired to follow Seeley. In their view, the problems the Empire 

faced were numerous and even threatened imperial survival.  

The first step in confronting these worrisome trends was to study the Empire and spread that 

knowledge. They hoped that the dissemination of knowledge about the Empire would stop the 

Dominions drifting away from the metropolis, on the one hand, and that it would pacify the 

potentially malevolent attitude of the working classes at home, on the other. The result would 

be a strong and stable Empire, ready to confront external problems. This assumption was 

probably naive. However, it is interesting as an object of analysis, for people who created 

imperial history were convinced this was the case. The pioneers believed it possible to counter 

all existing imperial problems through proper education. They aimed to develop a historical 

syllabus which would be able to address contemporary problems. Their underlying 

assumption was that history was able to do that. Throughout the whole period under scrutiny 

in this thesis, the faith in the transformative capacity of education was unquestionable. 

In his first book, Egerton turned towards emotions. He considered emotions to be the glue of 

the imperial structure. The Empire was not connected by coercion but “by common origin and 

sympathies, by a common loyalty and patriotism”.  His point was that those kinds of 433

sympathies could quickly disappear. Hence, they had to be nurtured. Egerton discussed the 

dangers of “provincial prejudices” and the benefits of “imperial patriotism”.  He asserted 434

 J. R. Seeley, Expansion of England, London 1905 [1888], pp. 1, 202-203. 432

 H. E. Egerton, A Short History of British Colonial Policy, p. 7. 433

 “What is manifest is that without the development of such a patriotism the full meaning of Greater Britain 434

must always remain unfulfilled”. H. E. Egerton, The Origin & Growth of Greater Britain, pp. 175-176.
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that the study of history aimed to provoke an imperial way of thinking.  Like Mackinder’s 435

geography, Egerton’s history was, above everything else, about values. It was more about 

nurturing affection for the Empire than knowledge of the facts. J. M. MacKenzie certainly had 

a point: “memory is itself a source of power, a means of supposedly understanding the present 

and divining the future”.   436

The stability of the Empire depended on the attitude of its citizens. Egerton was rarely as clear 

as in 1911: “In the last resort the future of the British Empire will largely depend upon the 

character of the men whom the Mother Country turns out”.  Like the other pioneers, Egerton 437

believed that imperial history would generate empathy and affection. Lucas went even further 

and argued that all “branches of knowledge” should focus on how they can contribute to the 

intra-imperial understanding.  Here we can see an interesting phenomenon. The goal of the 438

pioneers was not to establish a new field, that would disseminate facts that other historians 

otherwise neglected. The goal was to imperialise history, or even education in general. 

What was the role of education? In Egerton’s view, it was a fundament on which the closer 

imperial union would grow, “But to the masses in the British Empire, who dictate under 

democracy the policy of governments, the necessity for closer union is, as yet, far from 

clear”.  Ideally, stimulation of the intra-imperial sympathies would naturally lead to a more 439

closely knitted imperial structure. Without proper educational policies, closer union was 

 H. E. Egerton, On some aspects of the teaching of imperial history, Reprinted from the Report of the Imperial 435

Education Conference 1911, London 1911, p. 2

 J. M. MacKenzie, Museums and Empire, Manchester 1990, p. 5.436

 H. E. Egerton, “Two Imperialists: A Contrast and a Parallel”, United Empire, The Royal Colonial Institute 437

Journal, Vol. 1, London 1910, p. 140. 

 C. P. Lucas, “Imperial Studies”, p. 667. 438

 H. E. Egerton, Federations and Unions within the British Empire, p. 100439
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impossible. As Greenlee noted, imperial history was seen as a vehicle for the distribution of 

imperial propaganda.  In Lucas’ words: “The Empire not merely deserves, it demands, not 440

the attention only but the full understanding of our citizens. How can this be attained? The 

citizens must be reached through the teachers: the teachers must be of the best quality”.   441

Just like in the case of Mackinder’s geography, the starting assumption was that education 

makes better citizens. In other words, education promised to create citizens with the desired 

values. In both cases, new fields were established in the context of the call for greater 

“national efficiency”. Efficiency was necessary in the competitive world, it was argued, and 

there was no efficiency without education.  Mackinder opted for geography with the logic 442

that thinking about the globe would lead to realisations about how important the Empire was, 

and the pioneers of imperial history opted for the imperial past.  

The question that emerges is why did the pioneers turn to history? As I noted before, Sidney 

Low was the only trained historian. They saw particular potential in history. If history at the 

turn of the century enjoyed the reputation of a constructor of national identities, the pioneers 

wanted to use it as a basis for imperial identity.  Egerton believed that the study of the past 443

should be directed towards creating an atmosphere in which differences between people from 

various parts of the Empire would not be more significant than differences between people 

from different parts of Britain.  This is why it seems that the ultimate goal was not only to 444

 J. G. Greenlee, “A succession of Seeleys: The ‘old school’ re-examined”, p. 273. In Lucas’ own words: “we 440

need a succession of Seeleys to teach strongly and soberly the evolution of what is called by the somewhat 
repellent term Empire, to teach it not as a subject for boasting - but as a thing vital to our national existence and 
as our own special contribution to history”. Ibid. 

 C. P. Lucas, “Introduction”, pp. vi - vii. 441

 G. R. Searle, The Quest for National Efficiency, Oxford 1971.442

 J. Revel, “History and the Social Sciences”, in: The Cambridge History of Science,Vol VII, The Modern 443

Social Science, Cambridge 2003, p. 391. 

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, p. 22.444
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create a separate field but to imperialise British history in general, to merge Britain and its 

Empire into one. However, they needed to put imperial history on the map before they could 

do that.  

6.5.1. The Beit Chair of Colonial History 

In 1899, Cecil Rhodes made the final version of his will. He decided to leave the largest part 

of his fortune for a scholarship scheme, which funded, each year, fifty-two scholars from the 

colonies and the United States to study in Oxford.  When Rhodes’ will was published, it was 445

not seen unanimously as a pleasant surprise. The University of Oxford was not consulted, and 

its officers were not pleased. The requirements for the Rhodes Scholars stood in contrast with 

the University’s entry requirements. Among other things, Rhodes Scholars did not need 

knowledge of Latin and Greek.   446

While the university officers were not happy with the arrival of students who threatened to 

disrupt old rules, the pioneers saw it as an opportunity. The arrival of the students from 

various parts of the Empire was, potentially, an ideal chance to spread the imperial gospel to 

the best and brightest. However, as soon became obvious, there were no lectures about the 

Empire at Oxford. Egerton cried that the young students from the colonies “must at first be 

 In a later codicil the scholarship was offered to students from Germany. G. Walker, “ ‘So Much to Do’: 445

Oxford and the Wills of Cecil Rhodes”, The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, Vol. 44, No. 4, 
2016, p. 712. 

 Rhodes created a whole system of grading the candidates. In conversation with W. T. Stead, Rhodes said: 446

“You know I am all against letting the scholarships merely to people who swot over books, who have spent all 
their time over Latin and Greek. But you must allow for that element which I call ‘smug’, and which means 
scholarship. That is to stand for four-tenths. Then there is ‘brutality, which stands for two-tenths. Then there is 
tact and leadership, again two tenths, and there is ‘unctuous rectitude’, two tenths”. M. Meredith, Diamonds, 
Gold and War: The British, The Boers and the Making of South Africa, London 2008, p. 383. See also: R. 
Symonds, Oxford and Empire - The Last Lost Cause?, pp. 14-15, 163-165. 
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somewhat puzzled at the apparent indifference he finds around him”.  In 1904, during one 447

dinner, Leo Amery, one of the Rhodes trustees, managed to sit next to Alfred Beit, a South 

African diamond magnate and a close friend of the late Rhodes. At that point, Amery himself 

was studying the history of the Ottoman and Habsburg empires.  Like other pioneers, Amery 448

was convinced that closer union was the proper way forward for the Empire.  During the 449

dinner, Amery convinced Beit to give money for the study of the Empire.   450

Just like Egerton and Lucas, Amery was convinced that education represented the basis on 

which imperial unity could be built.  He too believed that the desired reform would be 451

achieved through proper historical education.  Probably under Amery’s influence, in the first 452

letters that Alfred Beit sent to the University of Oxford, we can notice similar convictions. 

Beit expressed his surprise that no one lectured about “the History of our Dominions over the 

Sea”. He desired to “promote greater interest in, and a more accurate knowledge of this 

particular Branch of British History amongst the students of the University, more especially 

amongst those who under the provisions of Mr. Rhodes’s Will come to Oxford from all parts 

of the Empire”.   453

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, p. 24. 447

 D. Lavin, “Amery, Leopold Charles Maurice Stennett (1873–1955), politician and journalist”, in: Oxford 448

Dictionary of National Biography. 

 Amery was supporter of Imperial Federation. P. F. Watkinson, Empire’s Champion: Leo Amery and the 449

Imperial Idea 1900 - 1945, PhD University of Virginia 2001, p. 9. 

 L.S. Amery, My Political Life, p. 184; A. Beit, J. G. Lockhart, The Will and the Way - Being an Account of 450

Alfred Beit and the Trust which he Founded, London 1957, p. 27; R. Symonds, Oxford and Empire - The Last 
Lost Cause?, p. 51; R. Symonds, “Oxford and the Empire”, in: The History of the University of Oxford, Vol. VII. 
Nineteenth-Century, Part II, ed: M. G. Brock, M. C. Curthoys, Oxford 2000, p. 692. 

 “And once the Empire can be made to exist as an inward vision and a sure faith in the hearts and minds of the 451

great body of its citizens, nothing can prevent its realisation as an outward and visible fact, no power on earth 
can crush it out of existence”. L. Amery, “Some Practical Steps towards an Imperial Constitution”, United 
Empire, The Royal Colonial Institute Journal, Vol. 1, London 1910, p. 501. 

 At the time, Amery was himself using history to argue for the necessity of reform of the army. P. F. 452

Watkinson, op. cit, pp. 17 - 18.

 Bodleian Library, “University of Oxford Archives - Papers relating to the foundation of the Beit Trust for 453

Colonial History”, WP β 11-12/1-9. 
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In February of 1905, Alfred Beit and the University of Oxford achieved an agreement. Beit 

pledged to give £1310 yearly for the next seven years. The money was given with precise 

agenda in mind: “a) for the maintenance of a resident professor of colonial history; b) for 

assistant lecturers in that subject; c) for the annual prize of the value of £50 for an Essay on 

some subject connected with the advantages of “Imperial Citizenship” or on some subject 

connected with Colonial History, and for the payment of examinations; d) for the purchase of 

books on the subject of the Professorship to the amount of £50 per annum”.  Immediately, 454

Beit gave an additional £500 to the Bodleian Library to purchase necessary books.   455

Soon, the Electoral Board for the Professorship was created.  Alfred Milner was appointed 456

Elector to the Beit Professorship of Colonial History.  In December of 1905, Hugh Egerton 457

was “duly elected to the Beit Professorship of Colonial History”. Egerton’s inaugural lecture 

was scheduled for April 1906.  In his inaugural, Egerton claimed that “The Beit foundation 458

seems the logical complement to the scheme of the Rhodes Trustees”.  The desire to spread 459

knowledge about the Empire existed before the first Rhodes scholars arrived in Oxford. 

Nonetheless, their arrival was the spark that ignited the creation of the Chair. If education was 

to shape the character of the coming generations, there was no better place to start than with 

the colonial students who were coming to Oxford.  

Bodleian Library, “University of Oxford Archives - Alfred Beit Esq and University of Oxford Deed of 454

Covenant for the endowment of The Beit Professorship of Colonial History”, WPγ/26/11, p. 4 - 5. 

 Ibid, p. 6. 455

 It consisted from The Vice-Chancellor, The Regius Professor of Modern History, The Chichele Professor of 456

Modern History, The Secretary of the State for the Colonies, a person nominated by the Hebdomadal Council, 
Two persons nominated by the Board of the Faculty of Arts. Oxford University Gazette Vol. XXXV, 1904 - 1905, 
Oxford 1905, p. 417. 

 Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XXXVI, 1905 - 1906, Oxford 1906, p. 104. 457

 Ibid, p. 228, 451. 458
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Amanda Behm argues that the emergence of imperial history should be interpreted in the 

context of the model of the divided Empire, and she connects the emergence of imperial 

history with the sentiments that favoured “white” settler colonies.  Due to its framework, I 460

argue that this approach fails to notice the nascent sub-field characteristics. Similarly to 

existing interpretations of Mackinder’s thought, Behm’s attempts to understand imperial 

history do not consider the essentially reformist character of the pioneer’s imperialism. 

Therefore, she fails to see the changes that happened over time. In other words, her approach 

does not consider the alternations in thinking of the pioneers. In my view, these alternations 

are the clues that point to the primary cause that gave rise to imperial history.  

Behm argues that “Amery wanted to split the existing British World into conceptual, political 

and legal halves” and that he “took division between the empire of settlement and the empire 

of alien rule largely for granted”.  However, the Empire was already split into two different 461

halves. The system recognised two different kinds of possessions. Imperial history aimed to 

change imperial structure, not to confirm or legitimise it. It did not seek to bridge the gap 

between two different types of territories within the Empire. In that sense, Behm is right. The 

pioneers did favour “white” settler colonies. However, that fact did not cause the emergence 

of imperial history. Imperial history emerged in the context of the desire for imperial reform. 

This seems to be a better way to analyse the Beit Professorship. I will try to show this by 

pointing to the changes that occurred in Egerton’s work and also by pointing to the time when 

the Beit Professor started to study the dependent Empire for the first time, both of which are 

not noticed in Behm’s work.  

 A. Behm, Imperial History and the Global Politics of Exclusion , pp. 1 - 7. 460

 Ibid, pp. 99, 111. 461
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In his inaugural lecture, Egerton reflected on his role: “As I understand this foundation [of the 

Chair] has two main objects in view. It is desired on the one hand to spread farther the dry 

light of knowledge, and on the other to kindle a beacon, which shall attract young men, the 

trustees of the next generation”.  His history aimed at provoking sentiments that would 462

buttress the imperial structure.   463

Egerton’s lecture was published as “The Claims of the Study of Colonial History upon the 

Attention of the University of Oxford”. However, when it was advertised in the Oxford 

University Gazette, the description of the lecture was: “the Professor will lecture at All Souls 

College on the introduction of the Federal Principle into the British Colonies”.  It should be 464

noted that Egerton finished his inaugural lecture by claiming that if all would work along his 

ideas, “we may each and all, in our humble way, do something to bring about that Britannic, 

or even wider, confederation”.  It is clear that imperial history was intrinsically bonded with 465

imagined constitutional changes. We can also say that prospective imperial reform was the 

driver of the historiographical innovation embodied in imperial history. The Beit Chair was 

embedded with a very specific vision of the imperial future. I will argue that the only way to 

understand the historiographical production of the Beit Chair is to see it as a beacon of 

federalist ideas.  

The Beit Chair was fundamentally a federalist project. The individuals associated with the 

chair actively promoted imperial federation. The analysis of Egerton’s work serves as a good 

example. It can show us the ways in which the policies that stood behind the Chair shaped the 

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, p. 6. 462

 Ibid, pp. 31 - 32.463

 Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XXXVI, p. 476. 464

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, p. 31 - 32. 465
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historiographical output. All pioneers desired to see more robust connections between various 

parts of the Empire. “Imperial unity” and “organic unity” were the terms they used 

interchangingly. The term that symbolised the same thing but had a more precise 

constitutional solution in mind was “Imperial Federation”. What was Imperial Federation? 

Leo Amery wrote: “We mean that all its members [of Imperial Federation] shall remain 

citizens of a single world-wide state with a duty and a loyalty towards that state, none the less 

real and intense because of the co-existence with it of a duty and a loyalty towards the 

particular nation or community within the Empire to which they may belong”.   466

It is important to note that, although Egerton was always a loud supporter of “imperial unity”, 

he was suspicious about the feasibility of the Imperial Federation. However, after he accepted 

Beit Professorship, he modified his views. He became a supporter of federalism. In that sense, 

we can say that the historiographical production of historians associated with the Beit Chair 

was shaped by the politics that stood behind the Chair. Before becoming Beit Professor, 

Egerton claimed that some of the arguments used by the proponents of the Imperial 

Federation were “dangerous”.  In the late 1890s, he believed Imperial Federation was hardly 467

“a remedy” and disagreed with the idea that it “would mend matters”.  In 1903, two years 468

before he became Beit Professor, Egerton claimed that “imperial federation is not, probably, a 

question of the immediate future”.   469

 L. S. Amery, Union and Strength – A Series of Papers on Imperial Questions, London 1912, p. 2.466

 H. E. Egerton, A Short History of British Colonial Policy, p. 457. Greenlee noted that Egerton was against 467

Imperial Federation, but failed to see the change that followed his Oxford appointment. J. G. Greenlee, 
Education and Imperial Unity 1901-1926, p. 28.

 H. E. Egerton, A Short History of British Colonial Policy, pp. ix, 458.468

 H. E. Egerton, The Origin & Growth of Greater Britain, pp. 182 - 183. 469
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Illustration 15: Lionel Curtis (1872 - 1955). Photo taken c. 1935. Source: National Portrait Gallery



However, after Egerton took over the Chair, he altered his position. The first book Egerton 

published after he took the Professorship was Federations and Unions within the British 

Empire.  As Beit Professor, he inquired why Canada was organised in one type of federation 470

and Australia in another. The notion of the Imperial Federation had lost all negative 

connotations.  In 1911, Egerton listed three big subjects of imperial history. One of them 471

was “the development of federal principle”.  There is another way to point to the politics 472

that tacitly stood behind the Beit Professorship. When the chair was created in 1905, the 

Secretary of the State for Colonies became part of the Electoral Board. In the following years, 

he was removed. In other words, as long as the conservative-unionist coalition was in power, 

until the 1906 Election, there was a place for a Minister in the electoral board of the Beit 

Chair.  Nothing in the surviving sources points to the fact that Egerton was somehow forced 473

to change his views.  However, if we remember that Alfred Milner, a notable federalist, was 474

éminence grise behind the Professorship, this seems to be a reasonable explanation. What 

happened in the coming years further adds weight to this interpretation. 

Lionel Curtis was the most influential individual associated with the Beit Chair in this period. 

He was, arguably, the most important federalist thinker in this period. Curtis was elected to 

Beit Lecturer in Colonial History in August of 1912.  Milner “advised” electors to accept 475

Curtis. Accordingly, the Electoral Board ranked Curtis above four other candidates.  Curtis’s 476

 H. E. Egerton, Federations and Unions in the British Empire, London 1911. 470

 Ibid, pp. 8, 111.471

 The other two were “The mercantile system” and “The evolution of colonial self-government”. H. E. Egerton, 472

“On some aspects of the teaching of imperial history”, p. 4. 

 Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XXXV, 1905, p. 523.473

 Unfortunately, Egerton’s personal paper have not been preserved. 474

 Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLII, 1911-1912, Oxford 1912, p. 1069.475
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first course of lectures at Oxford was titled “Relations between the constituent portions of the 

British Empire, considered from the point of view of their past history”.  Just like Egerton, 477

Curtis did not choose to study imperial expansion or the histories of separate territories. He 

focused on intra-imperial relations. When Curtis became Beit Lecturer, he was already fully 

engaged with the Round Table, which was created in 1910. By 1912, Curtis was overwhelmed 

with his plans for grand federal schemes and his work with the Round Table. He never 

devoted himself to lecturing.  In June of 1913, Curtis left Oxford. He decided to tour the 478

Empire and spread his federalist gospel. Curtis was so keen to start his Empire tour that he left 

the University in the middle of the term.   479

Curtis’ influence was not manifested through his lectures or the longevity of his stay at 

Oxford. His influence was felt through the power of his personality, his initiatives and his 

innovations. His knowledge and passion about the Empire made Egerton, officially his 

superior, complain that Curtis made him feel “like a country rector with the Prophet Isaiah as 

his curate”.  The insistence on the federalist background of the Beit Professorship helps 480

explain the change in Egerton’s attitude towards Imperial Federation. It also explains the 

choice of Egerton’s successor. Curtis did not stay at Oxford, but he selected his replacement. 

Despite official procedures and the existence of the Electoral Board, which was filled with 

Milner’s friends from All Souls and New College, the decisions were made inside the inner 

circle of the Round Table. The Round Table papers give insight into the electoral procedures. 

 Unfortunately, the details about this course are unknown. Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLIII, 1912-1913, 477

Oxford 1913, p. 28. 

 Madden claims that Curtis was rarely in Oxford when he was the Beit Lecturer. F. Madden, “The 478

Commonwealth, Commonwealth History and Oxford 1905 - 1971”, p. 10. However, when he did lecture Curtis 
expected from his students to imagine that they were ministers in a government of the United Empire. Their task 
was to come up with solutions for the existing problems in their fields of government. W. Nimocks, op. cit, pp. 
207 - 208. 

 Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLIII, 1989. 479

 Wm. R. Louis, End of British Imperialism, London 2007, p. 968. 480
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Curtis sought a lecturer who would not just replace him but who would eventually succeed 

Egerton. That individual was Reginald Coupland, Beit Lecturer from 1913 and Beit Professor 

from 1920. Coupland was trained as a classicist. Before becoming associated with the Beit 

Chair, he argued that the “impermanence of the Greek city states was largely the result of their 

failure to combine”, and that was music to the ears of Lionel Curtis.  That view summarised 481

Curtis’ view on contemporary imperial problems. Officially, Coupland was selected by the 

Electoral Board.  However, in reality, Curtis persuaded Coupland to succeed him as Beit 482

Lecturer.  Coupland was groomed for the Professorship. It did not matter that he had 483

minimal knowledge of colonial history.   484

Therefore, it should not come as a surprise that some shock was expressed when in 1920, 

Coupland succeeded H. E. Egerton as Beit Professor.  The Round Table did not just select 485

Egerton’s successor but, in 1912, contemplated replacing him. Despite the fact that the 

position of the Beit Professor was not vacant, and despite official procedures, the Round Table 

worked towards replacing Egerton. The potential replacement was Richard Feetham.  Just 486

like Coupland, Feetham was not a historian and did not possess any research experience. 

However, he did possess something which was at least equally valuable. He had actual 

 A. May, “Coupland, Sir Reginald (1884–1952), historian”, in: Oxford Dictionary of National Biography; A. 481

May, The Round Table, p. 61. 

 Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLIII, p. 1055. 482

 At the same time Coupland joined the Round Table group. Between 1917 and 1918 Coupland served as the 483

editor of the The Round Table Quarterly. A. May, The Round Table, p. 79.

 F. Madden, “The Commonwealth, Commonwealth History and Oxford 1905 - 1971”, p. 11; R. Symonds, 484

Oxford and Empire - The Last Lost Cause?, p. 53. 

 Coupland himself was aware of his lack of experience and in his inaugural lecture he asked to “be judged not 485

by what he has done but by what he means to do”. R. Coupland, The Empire in These Days, p. 6. 

 Bodleian Library, “The Round Table Papers”, MS. Eng. Hist. c. 781, “The Round Table Committee Meeting 486

Held at Cliveden After Lunch on Sunday, June 30th 1912”, fol. 29b, p. 63. Feetham studied at New College, was 
a friend of Curtis, and member of Milner’s South African kindergarten. 
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federation-making experience from South Africa and was a close friend of Curtis and Milner 

and part of Milner’s South African kindergarten.   487

Federalist ideas served as a backdrop for the work of the Beit Chair. However, there is another 

way to see that. Over time it became evident that the Empire would not become an imperial 

federation. The demise of the federalist project affected the Beit Professorship. Due to the 

nature of her approach, Behm misses this. The Beit Chair was created in 1905 for the study of 

self-governing colonies. Alfred Beit gave the money to the University of Oxford with a list of 

conditions. Amongst other things, these conditions regulated the geographical scope of the 

Chair’s work. In the Deed of Covenant, Beit stressed that the Professorship would study “the 

detailed history of the separate self-governing colonies, including the American colonies 

before their separation from the mother-country, but exclusive of India and its dependencies” 

and “the detailed history of all British possessions, past and present, other than India and its 

dependencies”.  However, the second incumbent of Beit Professorship, Reginald Coupland, 488

during his tenure, from 1920 to 1948, studied the history of abolitionism, the history of Africa 

and the history of the British Empire in India.  What had happened?  489

The second incumbent of the professorship that was created to study the self-governing parts 

of the Empire studied almost exclusively dependent parts of the Empire. The politics that 

 S. Dubow, “Colonial Nationalism, the Milner Kindergarten and the Rise of 'South Africanism', 1902-10”, 487

History Workshop Journal, No. 43, 1997, pp. 59, 61, 65.

 Bodleian Library, WP γ 26/11, p. 6.488

 R. Coupland, Wilberforce: A Narrative, Oxford 1923; R. Coupland, The British Anti-Slavery Movement, 489

London 1933; R. Coupland, The Exploitation of East Africa, 1856-1890. The Slave Trade and the scramble, 
London 1939; R. Coupland, East Africa and its Invaders, from the earliest times to the death of Seyyid Said in 
1856, Oxford 1938; R. Coupland, Kirk on the Zambesi. A chapter of African history, Oxford 1928; R. Coupland, 
Britain and India. 1600-1941, London 1941; R. Coupland, The Indian Problem, 1833-1935. The first part of 
report on the constitutional problem in India submitted to the Warden and Fellows of Nuffield College, Oxford 
1942. Eric Williams, noted historian of the Caribean and the first Prime Minister of Trinidad and Tobago 
criticized Coupland, who was a member of his dissertation committee. According to Williams, Coupland 
intentionally white-washed the story of British abolitionism. See: E. Williams, Capitalism and Slavery, Chapel 
Hill 2021 [1944], pp. 34, 143, 168, 151. I am indebted to Andreas Eckert who pointed this out to me. 

Page  of 158 353



stood behind the Beit Professorship were not static. The Beit Chair was created in 1905 when 

federalism had clear geographical scope. Imperial Federation ought to include the self-

governing territories. Hence, the Beit Professorship, in its beginnings, focused exactly on 

these lands. By the time Coupland took the Beit Professorship, two important changes had 

occurred.  

Firstly, during the Imperial War Conference of 1917, it became obvious that the dream of 

creating a formally united Empire was not achievable. The representatives of the Dominions 

showed that they would rather move towards independence than accept greater unity achieved 

through a stronger central government.  Secondly, even before the outbreak of the Great 490

War, and certainly in an even larger measure during the War, the individuals gathered around 

the Round Table started to contemplate the role of India. It became increasingly obvious that 

the grand constitutional reform they envisaged left India out. The first sentence of Curtis’ 

report on India was: “India contains more than one-sixth of the human race. This is the 

primary fact always to be held in mind whenever we are considering the position it occupies 

in the British Commonwealth”.  The Round Table papers show that throughout the War, 491

more and more attention was given to Indian affairs.  

The original goal of the Beit Chair was no longer viable. Imperial Federation, as imagined in 

1905, was no longer possible in 1920. Does that mean that particular political aspirations no 

longer shaped the work of the Beit Chair? No. Its work remained equally political, but it was 

a different kind of politics this time. The historiographical production of the Beit Chair still 

revolved around the imperial reform projects, but these projects experienced their mutations. 

 Imperial War Conference 1917 - Extracts from Minutes of Proceedings, London 1917, especially pp. 41 - 61. 490

 Bodleian Library, The Round Table Papers, “Copy of Lionel Curtis' 'Materials for Indian Chapter' with notes 491

and corrections in various hands”, MS. Eng. hist. c. 828, fol. 1.
Page  of 159 353



The Round Table did not continue to pursue the Imperial Federation consisting of Britain and 

the Dominions. Instead, Curtis slowly started to introduce the idea of the Commonwealth, 

which struggled to encompass the dependencies as well. The biggest question to be solved 

was the question of India - it was the home of three-quarters of imperial citizens.  Therefore, 492

it should not be surprising that India was among the most important themes of Coupland’s 

work in two different ways. Firstly, during the 1920s, he served on several commissions that 

aimed to reform the Indian government. The Beit Professor not only produced history but also 

attempted to produce actual constitutional solutions. Secondly, starting in 1941, Coupland 

wrote almost exclusively about India. The books on India came one after another.   493

The argument is not that the Beit Professorship switched its focus from Imperial Federation 

towards India. As I wrote before, Coupland wrote extensively about African history as well. 

Moreover, he was mostly remembered as Africanist.  Furthermore, he served not only on the 494

commission that aimed to reform the Indian constitution. In the 1930s, he was part of the 

Royal Commission on Palestine.  The work of the Beit reflected changing attitudes about 495

imperial reform. The policies were not unremitting. The chair was created to help steer the 

Empire towards reform. In the beginning, that ideal was an imperial federation. When that 

ideal was abandoned, the historical focus shifted accordingly. However, the work of the Beit 

 Although it may seem counter intuitive to call inhabitants of India citizens, it is equally problematic to call 492

them subjects. The usual imperial citizen-subject dichotomy is not applicable to the British Empire, at least from 
the terminological perspective. In legal terms, “British subject” was person which enjoyed all rights provided by 
the constitution. British Nationality and Status of Aliens Act, 1914, Part I.

 R. Coupland, Britain and India: 1600 - 1941, London 1941; R. Coupland, The Indian Problem, 1833-1935. 493

The first part of report on the constitutional problem in India submitted to the Warden and Fellows of Nuffield 
College, Oxford, Oxford 1942; R. Coupland, The Cripps Mission. An account of Sir Stafford Cripps's official 
mission to India in 1942, London 1942; R. Coupland, Indian Politics, 1936-1942. The second part of a report on 
the constitutional problem in India submitted to the Wardens and Fellows of Nuffield College, Oxford, Oxford 
1943; R. Coupland, The Future of India. The third part of a report on the constitutional problem in India 
submitted to the Warden and Fellows of Nuffield College, Oxford, Oxford 1943; R. Coupland, The Indian 
Problem, 1833-1935, London 1945. For details see: J. Simmons, “Sir Reginald Coupland”, pp. 287 - 295.

 R. Coupland, East Africa and its Invaders, from the earliest times to the death of Seyyid Said in 1856, Oxford 494

1938; R. Coupland, Kirk on the Zambesi. A chapter of African history, Oxford 1928. 

 A. May,  “Coupland, Sir Reginald (1884–1952), historian”.495
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chair remained in steadfast relation to its original goal - to help steer the Empire towards 

desired imperial reform. The pioneers of imperial history were convinced that the Empire was 

facing problems. The work of the Beit Professorship was conducted in such a way as to 

address these problems.  

6.5.2. Rhodes Professorship of Imperial History 

When the Beit Professorship was created, it was still the only chair in Britain dealing with 

imperial history. That was about to change. In 1912, Sidney Low organised a meeting of the 

members of the British Academy at Burlington House in London. Low presented his vision in 

a lecture titled “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in London”.  Although it did not 496

attract a large audience, the reports about the lecture aroused attention and marked the 

beginning of a movement.  The first lectures were organised at King’s College London the 497

following year. Low was put in charge of them. His official title was “Lecturer in Imperial and 

Colonial History”.  In the following years, the lectureship developed. Finally, on 21st 498

January 1920, Arthur Newton was appointed as the first “Rhodes Professor of Imperial 

History”.  In order to understand the context in which the Rhodes Chair was created and to 499

grasp the nature of the historiography it produced, we need to go back and trace the Chair’s 

emergence and bring to the surface details of its history.  

 This was not unusual. The British Academy was created only in 1902 and different individuals had different 496

ideas in which direction it should move. See footnote 382 for more details on 1904 talk by T. W. Rhys Davids 
who also wanted to use audience at the British Academy to launch new academic direction. 

 D. Chapman-Huston, The Lost Historian A Memoir of Sir Sidney Low, London 1936, p. 192. 497

 King’s College Archives, “Minutes of the Delegacy”, No. 2, fol. 90. 498

 King’s College Archives, “Minutes of the Delegacy”, No. 4, fol. 14. 499
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In contrast to the Beit Chair, Sidney Low intended to study the entire Empire. Low’s vision of 

“imperial studies” encompassed both dominions and dependencies. It was probably, already 

becoming obvious that the initial conception of the Beit Professorship did not serve that 

purpose. Again, unlike Beit, Low called for a study of other empires. However, if the means 

were different, the desired outcome was the same. The people who created these chairs shared 

the same beliefs and ideals. Firstly, Low was an ardent supporter of the Imperial Federation 

for a long time.  Secondly, as in Oxford, the desire to study imperial history in London was 500

fuelled by the conviction that improved knowledge about the imperial past would improve 

imperial strength. Study of imperial history was necessary because, Low argued, history 

“helps us to elucidate the principles and the practices by which Empires are gained or lost, 

and new nations created”.   501

Again, analogous to Oxford, the focus of imperial history in London ought to be on the 

relationship between the metropolis and the periphery. The emphasis of imperial history, 

declared Low, should be on “the discovery, settlement, federation, and constitutional 

development of the self-governing dominions” and on “the exploration, acquisition, and 

administration of the tropical and sub-tropical dependencies”.  Just like with Egerton, the 502

federation was one of the main goals of the London scheme of imperial studies. Low hoped to 

change the omnipresent neglect of the Empire in educational circles. In the manner of his like-

 S. Low, “The Problem of an Imperial Executive”, p. 216; J. A. R. Marriott, “The Problem of the 500

Commonwealth”, Nineteenth Century and After, XIX - XX, 1917, p. 61; J. G. Greenlee, Education and Imperial 
Unity, p. 112. 

 S. Low, “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in London”, p. 492.501

 Ibid. 502
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minded Oxford colleagues, he claimed that the Empire did not receive proper attention and 

that the studies of it “are still extremely scanty”.   503

Previous researchers failed to note that not all of Alfred Beit’s desires were accommodated by 

University of Oxford. In his first contact with the university, Beit declared his aim to create 

imperial history that would be a special subject of Modern History. However, his initial 

request was watered down in the official endowment contract.  Originally, Beit’s request 504

was: “That the History of ‘British Dominions over the Sea’ be included as a separate and 

alternative special subject in the examination papers of the Modern History School”. In the 

official “Deed of Covenant”, Beit’s request was rephrased: “That the list of special historical 

subjects suggested by the Board of the Faculty of Arts (Modern History) shall always include 

a portion of the history of the British Dominions over the Seas, or a special subject falling 

within that history”. Over time the ambitions of the pioneers were rising. Low did not want to 

stop at realising Beit’s original goal - i.e. making imperial history a special subject. He saw 

imperial history as an obligatory course for all students of history.  “I would suggest that it 505

[University of London] should make the detailed study of Imperial history, and of the 

development and institutions of the British Empire, compulsory for all students who offer 

Modern History in the examination for Arts degrees”, Low declared.   506

Familiarity with the Empire and its history, or the lack of it, could have dire consequences. 

When Low spoke about knowledge and politics, he used Seeley’s phrases. He argued that no 

one could ignore the political lessons offered by history. Low’s views about the value of 

 Ibid, p. 493. Low complained that there is not even a good biography of Robert Clive, and that if British 503

students want to learn about colonial developments, they are forced to use works of German, French and Belgian 
authors. Ibid, p. 505. 

 Compare: Bodleian Library, WP β 11-12, WP β 26/11. 504

 S. Low, “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in London”, pp. 494 - 495.505

 Ibid, pp. 493 - 487. 506
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history drew not only from Seeley but from Egerton as well. History was there to inform 

sound judgement about contemporary politics. If we recall those imperial historians hoped to 

be imperial reformers, it is not surprising that the question of imperial constitution-making 

was among the greatest dilemmas. Low asserted that “we are ill equipped to solve it if we 

have not considered with some care the attempts which have been made to deal with it in the 

past”.  Pointing to the German and French case, more precisely to the Kolonial-Institute in 507

Hamburg and to the École Colonial in Paris, Low hoped to make London the centre of 

imperial studies.  508

Low’s plea struck the right note. After his lecture, events developed fast. Members 

representing King’s College, University College, and the LSE decided to examine the 

situation and agreed to make a list of all the Empire-related courses taught at the University of 

London.  The LSE made the first offer and invited Low to give six lectures on “The Ethics 509

and Psychology of Empire”.  However, the full potential of the scheme created by one 510

federalist, Low, was recognised by two other federalists, namely Ronald Burrows, Principal of 

King’s College and F. J. C. Hearnshaw, Head of the King’s History Department.  The first 511

set of public lectures at King’s College was organised soon.  Apart from Low, the lecturers 512

included Hugh Egerton and Charles Lucas.  These lectures attracted not just interested 513

 Ibid, p. 496. Compare: H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, pp. 18 - 22. 507

 S. Low, “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in London”, p. 504. 508

 T. Reese, op. cit, p. 114; D. Chapman-Huston, op. cit, p. 195; C. P. Lucas, “Imperial Studies”, p. 665.509

 R. Drayton, op. cit, p. 164. 510

 Ibid.511

 The lectures were published by the end of the same year. King’s College Lectures on Colonial Problems, ed: 512

F. J. C. Hearnshaw, London 1913.

 The others were: T. J. Lawrence, the University of Oxford Lecturer (“The Colonies in International Law”); 513

Everard im Thurn, botanist, explorer and governor of Fiji (“Native Land and Labour in the South Seas”); John A. 
Cockburn, Australian politician (“Problems of Australian Federation”). King’s College Archive, “KAP/BUR 249 
(A) - Report 1919 - University of London. Imperial Studies Committee”.
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members of the general public but also the interest of grandees of imperial politics, such as 

Lord Rosebery and Alfred Milner. Milner, a trustee of the Rhodes Fund and the man behind 

the Beit Professorship, made sure that lectures did not stop. Like in Oxford, South African 

money was financing the institutionalisation of imperial history. The Rhodes Trust made an 

initial yearly contribution of £100. In his letter to Low, Burrows expressed hope that “a 

Readership or Professorship in Colonial History” would be established soon.   514

The money given by the Rhodes Trust enabled the continuation of the lectures. Low was 

named “Lecturer in Imperial and Colonial history”.  In November 1913, the settlement with 515

the Rhodes Trust was finalised. Rhodes Trustees gave a grant of £100 for the next three years. 

Low’s title was changed to “Rhodes Lecturer”. Arthur Newton was hired as a second 

lecturer.  The University of London created a special committee, to examine the possibilities 516

of enlarging the scale of imperial studies.   517

In January 1914, Low started lecturing as “Rhodes Lecturer”. The first series was “The 

Governance of the British Empire”. However, Low was not satisfied simply with the 

lectureship. In February 1914, he organised the “Empire Study Dinner”.  This informal 518

gathering was the beginning of the Imperial Studies Committee (ISC). One month later, the 

first official meeting of the ISC was held. Unsurprisingly, Mackinder was a member and 

suggested that Milner should be the Chairman. Lucas was named vice-chairman, and in the 

 R. Drayton, op. cit, p. 164. 514

 King’s College Archive, “Minutes of the Delegacy”, No. 2, 90. 515

 Newton held the simple title. He was “Lecturer”. King’s College Archive, “Minutes of the Delegacy”, No. 2, 516

145. 

 The decision was made “that the University should if possible undertake to provide instruction in all the main 517

subjects which would be necessary in an organised School or Department of Imperial studies in London”. King’s 
College Archive, “Minutes of the Delegacy”, No. 2, 156 (c). 

 D. Chapman-Huston, op. cit, pp. 247, 196. 518
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coming years, it was Lucas who was responsible for the majority of day-to-day work.  The 519

committee gathered people both from the academic world and outside of it. In the words of 

Lucas, it was a place where “leading men from the administrative and teaching staff of the 

University sit side by side with representative men from outside, who have special knowledge 

of India and of the Overseas Dominions”.  In essence, the ISC was imagined as an imperial 520

think-thank. However, despite the stated desire to merge academic and non-academic 

communities, the majority of decisions and work in the ISC was done by the “sub-committee” 

filled with academics.   521

The sub-committee started its work by gathering all the information about the courses around 

the University of London related to the Empire. Following that, the sub-committee began to 

make detailed plans about “imperial studies” in London. In a memorandum submitted by 

Lucas, “imperial studies” were defined as “those subjects or branches which have a direct 

bearing upon the past, present or future of the overseas Empire of Great Britain”.  This is 522

probably the best indicator of the intimate links between imperial history's origins and 

policymaking. In other words, the links between the past and the future. The past was studied 

because of the future. Even though the ISC had ideas about other disciplines and the ways in 

 Unlike with the Beit Chair, where the sources are fragmentary, we are lucky to have preserved minutes of the 519

Imperial Studies Committee. University of London, Senate House Library, “Minutes of Imperial Studies 
Committee” ST 4/6.

 C. P. Lucas, “Imperial Studies”, p. 665. 520

 The first lineup of the “sub-committee” of the Imperial Studies Committee was: Charles Lucas (All Souls 521

College, Oxford), Sidney Low (King’s College London), Halford Mackinder (LSE), Arthur Sargent (LSE), John 
H. Morgan (University College London), Fossey J. C Hearnshaw (King’s College London), Albert Pollard 
(University College London), Graham Wallas (LSE), Senate House Library, “Minutes of Imperial Studies 
Committee”, ST 4/6, 1.

 Ibid, pp. 8 - 9. 522
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which they could help the cause, history was always central to the scheme. All history was 

deemed relevant as long as it was studied in the context of the Empire.   523

The conclusion of the ISC was that “in University education in this country sufficient 

prominence has not so far been given to Imperial Studies”.  Imperial history was being 524

created in a context where the goal was to address the past, present, and future. The ISC 

started its work just a few months before the Great War started. Consequently, the ISC's work 

was soon influenced by the outbreak of the war. Firstly, due to the need to maintain spirited 

public morale, the committee's focus shifted towards public lectures. The creation of a new 

system of studies was put to the side, and gathering people in lecture halls became a top 

priority. Secondly, the themes covered by the lectures reflected the fact that the Empire was at 

war.  525

Starting from 1915, the ISC’s lecture scheme network, originally focused on London, started 

to spread around Britain. The ISC aligned itself with the Royal Colonial Institute (RCI), 

which had already organised lectures around the country about the Empire.  The ISC 526

planned to use the RCI’s infrastructure to reach broad national audiences.  At the same time, 527

Low continued his lectures at King’s College London. During the second part of 1915, King’s 

College organised a course on “Civilisation and Culture in the British Empire”. Low gave the 

 “Ancient History, so far as it deals with ancient colonisation and with the political and social organisation of 523

the Roman Empire”. Ibid, pp. 8 - 9, 14.

 Ibid, p. 18.524

 Alfred Newton, secretary of the committee noted: “The outbreak of the war has caused the modification in 525

some respects of the courses of Public lectures had been arranged”. Ibid, pp. 30, 32.

 Lucas was instrumental in this merger. From 1915 he was leading RCI, and, as a vice-chairman, he directed 526

the work of ISC. T. Reese, op. cit, p. 112.

 “Editorial Notes and Comments - Imperial Studies Lectures”, United Empire, The Royal Colonial Institute 527

Journal, Vol. VI, 1915, London, p. 496.
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first lecture, titled “The British Empire in its contact with Alien Civilisation”.  War shaped 528

the content of the lectures, but the goal remained to secure the safe future of the Empire 

through greater imperial unity.  Having proper education was instrumental in achieving the 529

desired goal.  

In 1905, Alfred Beit wanted to make imperial history a special part of the Modern History 

school. Sidney Low, in 1912, desired to make imperial history an obligatory course for all 

history students. The ambitions were rising over time. The ISC went one step further and set a 

goal of creating “knowledge of the British Empire” part of the education of every university 

student.  The first significant victory for the ISC happened in 1916. The University of 530

London changed the history syllabus. The history of the Empire became part of English 

history. The history syllabus for the “intermediate examination” was amended to read as 

follows: “English history treated generally so as to include the growth of the British 

Empire”.  This was precisely what Egerton declared as his goal in his inaugural.   531 532

The most significant change of 1916 was, thanks to the RCI's network, that the ISC’s lecture 

scheme was organised in different universities around the country.  Additionally, after the 533

initial donation, the Rhodes Trust decided to commit its funds and support the lectures for an 

 Senate House Library, “Minutes of Imperial Studies Committee”, ST 4/6, p. 50. Just like with the lectures 528

organised by the Beit Professors and Lecturers, we do not know the exact content, only the titles. 

 C. P. Lucas, “Imperial Studies”, p. 667; “Editorial Notes and Comments - Imperial Studies Lectures”, p. 404. 529

 “In the opinion of the committee the existing History syllabuses in the University and in the secondary 530

schools connected with the university should be revised so as to recognise and to emphasise the facts that the 
history of the British Empire is an integral part of the history of the United Kingdom”. Senate House Library, 
“Minutes of Imperial Studies Committee”, ST 4/6, p. 58 - 59. 

 Ibid, p. 61. 531

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, p. 21. 532

 The lectures were organised in Birmingham, Bristol, Manchester, Sheffield, Nottingham and Exeter. Ibid, p. 533

62. A. P. Newton, “The Progress of Imperial Studies”, United Empire - The Royal Colonial Institute Journal, 
Vol. VII, London 1916, p. 90. 
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additional three years.  Personnel changes were happening as well. In 1916 Newton was, for 534

the first time, in charge of “Rhodes Lectures”. His course was titled “The Old Empire and the 

New - A Course of six Rhodes Lectures”.  The lectures were organised across the country, 535

although the people that run the ISC lectured mostly in London.  536

Starting from 1917, the ISC began to make records about the theses that were defended at the 

University of London, which dealt with the Empire in one way or another. Theses of this kind 

were, perhaps, in existence even before 1917, but from 1917 we have records about them. 

These theses were on a “Master of Arts” level and “Doctor of Science (Economics)”.  537

Another instance where the ISC tried to improve the study of the Empire was the attempt to 

introduce a “new Ph.D Degree”. The sub-committee argued that a new kind of degree could 

both improve the quality of the scholarship and attract more students from abroad. There were 

many plans, but so far as we know, the ISC never managed to do anything tangible to realise 

the Ph.D scheme.   538

In 1918, the ISC took the initiative intending to create new chairs. Compared with the lecture 

scheme, the foundation of chairs seemed a more stable solution. The ISC was acting on two 

different fronts. Firstly, it organised a deputation to the Board of Education. They scheduled a 

 King’s College Archive, “Minutes of the Delegacy”, No. 2, p. 738. 534

 Senate House Library, “Minutes of Imperial Studies Committee”, ST 4/6, pp. 71, 75.535

 In 1917 at King’s College, Low gave a series of Rhodes Lecture titled “The Sentiment of Empire”. Ibid, p. 536

79. 

 Master of Arts: Kate Marianne Eliot, “The Beginnings of English Trade with Guinea and the East Indies”; 537

Percy Wilfrid Day, “The First Settlement of the Maritime Nations in the Spanish Antilles”; George von Welfling 
Eybers, “Constitutional Development at the Cape of Good Hope 1795-1854”. Doctor of Science (Economics): 
Richard Charles Mills, “Colonization of Australia”; Pramathanath Bandyopadhyay, “Public Administration in 
Ancient India”; Emily Dorothea Proud, “Welfare Work: Employers’ Experiments for improving Working 
Conditions in Factories”; John Edward Holloway, “The Prelude to the Great Trek”; Kate Hotblack, “Chatham’s 
Colonial Policy”. Ibid, pp. 83, 92, 129. 

 Ibid, pp. 96, 98. 538
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meeting with the Board’s president, Herbert Fisher. The ISC targeted Fisher personally 

because it seemed that he was the man who could not refuse their requests. Fisher was a 

historian and a Modern History tutor at the University of Oxford. Even more importantly, 

Fisher was a close friend of Lucas and a member of the Electoral Board of the Beit 

Professorship.  The deputation included all the usual suspects - Charles Lucas, Reginald 539

Coupland, Sidney Low, and F. J. C. Hearnshaw. James Bryce officially led the group.   540

The ISC presented three requests to Fisher. In the first instance, that every university in 

Britain has a “Chair” or “Lectureship” that would study the Empire.  Secondly, that all 541

teachers receive special instructions about the history and geography of the Empire.  After 542

dealing with universities and students, the third request targeted pupils. Pupils from all kinds 

of schools ought to receive instructions about the governance of the Empire.  As Greenlee 543

notes, Fisher showed sympathy but thought that the requests were impractical.  Four years 544

after the creation of the ISC, and after many innovations, plans and schemes, some of which 

were implemented, a deadlock was reached. The ICS could not find a way to implement its 

ideas about a country-wide system of imperial studies. 

The second front where the ISC was acting was the place where it initially emerged - King’s 

College. This is why the story of the ISC is part of the pre-history of the Rhodes 

 Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XXXV, p. 435; Bodleian Library, DC 9/1/1, p. 99. 539

 “Imperial History and Geography - Deputation to the President of the Board of Education”, p. 396.540

 “That properly endowed Chairs or Lectureships should be founded in every University to provide centres of 541

research into the historical, political, and economic problems of the life of the Empire”. Ibid, p. 397. 

 “That an adequate study of the history and geography of the Empire should form an integral and compulsory 542

part of the curriculum in all Training Colleges for Teachers, except such institutions as are concerned with purely 
technical and professional subjects”. Ibid. 

 “That in all schools (Public, State-aided Secondary, Continuation, and Elementary) every pupil should be 543

taught something of the way in which the Empire has grown and is now governed, and something of the 
physical, economic and political features of the component parts”. Ibid. 

 J. Greenlee, “Imperial studies and the unity of the empire”, p. 331. 544
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Professorship. In 1918, there was no progress at King’s. Funds were scarce and almost 

nonexistent. It seemed that Alfred Newton, who was part of the Imperial Lectures from its 

foundation in 1913, was not receiving sufficient financial support and was considering 

resigning.  In January 1919, the principal of King’s College, historian Reginald Montagu 545

Burrows, wrote to Newton: “we cannot expect you to go indefinitely doing this arduous 

voluntary work” and asked him to postpone his resignation.  A month before Burrows wrote 546

to Newton, the ISC agreed that there must be a chair for colonial history in London. Principal 

Burrows wrote to Milner and asked for help. According to Burrows, King’s College had “the 

most real and living school of Colonial history that exists in the Empire”.   547

Milner was the man who could make things happen. As the original Rhodes Trustee, Milner 

set up a meeting of the Rhodes Trust in June 1919. Events developed quickly from this 

moment onwards. On 15th July 1919, the Rhodes Chair of Imperial History was established. 

Newton became the first Rhodes Professor on the 27th of January 1920.  The duty of the 548

Rhodes Professor was to “take the general direction of the teaching in Imperial History at 

King’s College, and to arrange in co-operation with the other members of the Staff of the 

Department of History, such lectures, courses and Seminars as may be required for Students 

of Imperial History”.   549

 His duty was “to organise, under the direction of Sidney Lowe and Prof. Hearnshaw the development of 545

Colonial and Imperial History)…(and to guide work of research students”. King’s College Archive, “Minutes of 
the Delegacy”, No. 2, p. 172. 

 Burrows added: “I need hardly say how deeply I valued your work as the leading member of the Lecture 546

Committee. We owe the whole lecture scheme to your enterprise and devotion”. King’s College Archives, “KAP/
BUR 229 Staff-General K-Z”, 229. 

 “Burrows to Milner, 27 May 1919, KCA/BUR 290”. Quoted from: R. Drayton, op. cit, p. 164. 547

 King’s College Archive, “Minutes of the Delegacy”, No. 3, pp. 503, 523, 690; No. 4, p. 14. 548

 King’s College Archive, “KAP/BUR 249(A) Report 1919”, 249.549
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In the founding documents of the Chair, we can see what the ISC saw as its most significant 

achievement. It was a fact that a growing number of history students showed interest in the 

Empire.  As with the Beit Chair, the money for the creation of the Rhodes Chair came from 550

outside of the university walls. To be more precise, in both cases, the money came from South 

African mining magnates. As with the Beit Chair, the first book of the newly appointed 

professor dealt with federalism. In 1923, Newton published Federal and Unified 

Constitutions.   551

Just like the Beit Chair, the Rhodes Professorship was under extra-institutional control. The 

Round Table controlled the Beit Chair, and the Rhodes Chair was also controlled from the 

outside. Even officially, the Rhodes Professor was part of the ISC.  Just like in Oxford, the 552

election of historians was not accidental. When Newton took a leave of absence in 1919 - 

1920, he was replaced by William Basil Worsfold, a close friend and associate of Alfred 

Milner.  Furthermore, he was the historian of Milner’s South African adventures.  After 553 554

Newton was elected, he decided to take leave and started “a long tour through the Universities 

of the British Dominions and the United States”. As we will see in the chapter about 

international relations, during and immediately after the war, the reform-minded imperialists 

and educational innovators in the United Kingdom were entering a phase in which they 

sought international connections, especially with the United States. In that spirit, Newton 

went on a tour, starting in New York, before travelling through the US and Canada, from 

 “…an increasing number of candidates are taking Imperial and Colonial History in the B.A. (Hons) History 550

Course, and the theses submitted for the MA History by post-graduate students deal with this subject more 
frequently than in the past”. King’s College Archive, “KAP/BUR 249 (B) Report 1919”, 249, 4. 

 A.P. Newton, Federal and Unified Constitutions - A Collection of Constitutional Documents for the Use of 551

Students, London 1923. 

 King’s College Archive, “KAP/BUR 249(A) Report 1919”, 249.552

 Ibid.553

 W. Basil-Worsfold, Lord Milner’s Work in South Africa - From its Commencement in 1897 to Peace of 554

Vereeniging in 1902, London 1906. 
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where he travelled towards New Zealand, Australia, and eventually, South Africa. The goal of 

the trip was to “promote the Imperial Studies movement, and to facilitate the interchange of 

graduate students”.  555

6.6. Side Effects: Imperial History as a Pursuit of Imperial Reform 

The pioneers hoped to see a unified Empire, a dream never realised. The Empire never 

developed along the lines they outlined. Perhaps, their plan fell prey to their own unanalysed 

faith that education can determine loyalties. Even if it is possible to create a syllabus which 

can cause desired political beliefs, that probably would not be enough to confront the 

centrifugal forces that affected the Empire's disintegration. However, we should not stop at 

just labelling their assumption as naive. Their logic had its own rationality. The number of 

students was steadily on the rise. The universities were the place where ideas could be 

disseminated among ever larger audiences. Furthermore, the students represented the social 

group from which the governing elites would be formed. That is especially true of Oxford. 

With a high level of certainty, we can say that those who ended up being part of what Stefan 

Collini calls the governing class of the upper ten thousand, received a university education.   556

Moreover, targeting students of history was a good decision for two reasons. Firstly, history 

was one of the most popular subjects, if not the most popular. It isn't easy to calculate the 

absolute numbers, but if we take a look at the 1913 - 1914 academic year at Oxford, we can 

see that history was, by far, the most popular choice among students.  Consequently, 557

 “Imperial Studies”, United Empire Vol. 10, London 1919, p. 441. 555

 S. Collini, Common Reading: Critics, Historians, Publics, Oxford 2008, p. 226.556

 In 1914 there were 193 graduates of history. The second most popular choice was jurisprudence, with 99 557

graduates. Oxford University Gazette, XLIV 1913 - 1914, Oxford 1914, p. 785. 
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targeting history students gave the pioneers the best reach. Secondly, the students of history, 

especially those from Oxford, usually pursued a life in party politics. The British diplomatic 

delegation in Paris in 1919 had eleven men who studied history at Balliol College alone.  As 558

already mentioned, Lionel Curtis thought universities were a place where world-views could 

be presented to students. He argued: “That is exactly the kind of work which Universities 

exist to do”.   559

The pioneers of imperial history, who were firstly imperial reformers and only secondly 

imperial historians, saw universities as their best opportunity. History offered an ideal place 

within the educational system. It was already a popular subject, and its graduates often made 

careers in civil service or party politics. The birth of imperial history seen in this light looks 

like an unintended consequence of a quest to spread a reformist agenda. Even if the 

universities were their prime target, the pioneers never lost sight of the importance of 

elementary education. Like Mackinder’s geography, the new kind of history was never 

intended to stay confined to university walls. The ISC lecture scheme targeted the general 

population. The pioneers hoped to influence the upbringing of the young.  Egerton felt that 560

“every school building is a citadel of Empire and every teacher its sentinel”.   561

Even though the pioneers’ dream was never achieved, their actions had consequences. The 

two professorships that were created, the Beit Professorship and the Rhodes Professorship, 

 A. Brundage, “Review: R. N. Soffer. Discipline and Power: The University, History and the Making of an 558

English Elite, 1870–1930. Stanford 1994”, The American Historical Review, Vol. 101, No. 2, 1996, p. 490. 

 Curtis wrote to a friend and a historian Keith Feiling. Bodleian Library, “The Round Table Papers”, MS. Eng. 559

hist. c. 793, fol. 30 - 36. 

 “Editorial Notes and Comments - Imperial Studies”, United Empire Vol. IX, No. 3, 1918, p. 102. 560

 R. Symonds, Oxford and Empire - The Last Lost Cause?, 47. Symonds used the manuscripts of Egerton’s 561

lectures at Oxford. These were located in the Rhodes House. In the meantime, the documents have been moved 
to Bodleian library, where, it seems, they were lost. Despite the help of the Bodleian Library stuff, I was not able 
to locate them. Egerton’s papers were filed under “MS Egerton, Rhodes House”. 
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became prestigious and influential positions for the study of imperial history. Undeniably, 

some of the most influential historians were incumbents of the Beit and the Rhodes chairs. 

John Gallagher, Ronald Robinson, Vincent Harlow and Andrew Porter held these chairs. Just 

as James Belich and Richard Drayton do at the present moment. The pioneers’ attempt to bind 

British history with imperial history was perhaps a forlorn hope, but they successfully created 

a new sub-field. British history was not imperialised, but imperial history emerged as a 

distinct field of historical investigation.  

The pioneers wanted to solve imperial problems with their actions. The history they produced 

was meant to act as a panacea. But medications can have their side effects. It is impossible to 

grasp the early decades of imperial history writing without analysing it in the context in which 

imperial history was institutionalised. There was a productive tension between the reformist 

goals of the pioneers and their historiographical output. Consequently, we can only 

understand the nascent sub-field by recognising the interdependence between the history they 

were making and their political goals. In other words, the history of the Empire was conceived 

as Empire-changing history. That was the underlying structure of the early imperial 

historiography that needs to be unpacked. So far, this narrative ploy of the pioneers has yet to 

be studied or explained. Their writings are usually deemed simply as imperial history written 

by imperialists. I will show that the geographical scope, chronologies and thematic 

predilections of the first imperial historians, all of which spilled over deep into the twentieth 

century, were part of their reformist strategy.  

The pioneers wanted to create a history that would influence the way in which individuals 

thought about the Empire. Possibly the longest surviving creation of the pioneers was their 

chronology of the British Empire. They divided imperial history into the “First” and the 
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“Second” Empire. The loss of the American colonies represented the breach between the 

epochs. This division is used today throughout the field.  David Armitage notes that the 562

18th-century experts are against “easy separation”. He also notes that the consequence of this 

division was that “imperial history is usually conflated with the Second British Empire”.  563

However, this chronological division is so strongly embedded in imperial historiography that 

it plays a part in Armitage’s argument. Even though he is aware of the troubled nature of the 

division, he argues: “the potential for the incompatibility of empire and liberty was one of the 

great legacies of the First British Empire”.   564

The genesis of this segmentation is unexplored. There were attempts to challenge its validity. 

Historians questioned whether there was any difference in colonial policies before and after 

1783. However, they aimed to supplement this division with another, which would be more 

accurate.  The historians who challenged the division claimed that it was simply bad history, 565

and that the arguments on which the division was based were flawed. My goal is not to join 

the discussion about the validity of the decision to divide imperial history into two parts. In 

other words, I am not trying to assess whether there is an essential difference in imperial 

policies before and after 1783. The origin of the division is vague. Why the division emerged 

in the first place remains unanswered, and that is where my interests lie. My argument is that 

 A. Bosco, The Round Table Movement and the Fall of the 'Second' British Empire, Newcastle upon Tyne 562

2017; H. V. Karhapää, Graphic Satire and the Rise and Fall of the First British Empire: Political Prints from the 
Seven Years' War to the Treaty of Paris, c. 1756-1783, Glasgow 2016; T. H. Parsons, The Second British Empire: 
In the Crucible of the Twentieth Century, London 2014; B. Simms, Three Victories and a Defeat: The Rise and 
Fall of the First British Empire, London 2009; R. W. Tucker, D. Hendrickson, The Fall of the First British 
Empire: Origins of the Wars of American Independence, Baltimore 2002; N. C. Landsman, ed: Nation and 
Province in the First British Empire - Scotland and the Americas 1600 - 1800, London 2001; N. F. Koehn, The 
Power of Commerce: Economy and Governance in the First British Empire, Ithaca 1994; B. Bailyn, P. D. 
Morgan, ed: Strangers Within the Realm: Cultural Margins of the First British Empire, Chapel Hill 1991. 

 D. Armitage, The Ideological Origins of the British Empire, Cambridge 2000, pp. 2 - 3. 563

 Ibid, pp. 12. 564

 P. Marshall, “The First and Second British Empires: A Question of Demarkation”, History, Vol. 49, No. 165, 565

1964, p. 13-23. 
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the invention of the “First” and the “Second” Empire was an intentional creation, not a 

historiographical miscalculation. The inventors of this chronology knew what they were 

doing. The chronology was invented, above all, to contrast what the pioneers deemed to be an 

era of good and an era of bad colonial policy.  

The goal was to show what the Empire should do and what the Empire should not do. To put 

it differently, the pioneers hoped to present the imperial past as a string of innovations, that 

needed to be continued if the Empire hoped to live on. The judgement about the good and the 

wrong policy in the past, was subordinated to the imperial vision that the pioneers had, and 

the chronology revolved around the greatest blunder of imperial policies - the loss of 

American colonies. Egerton labelled the loss of US colonies a “catastrophe”.  According to 566

him, the British policies towards the American colonies represented a “dark story of English 

wrongdoing”.   567

We should remember that for Egerton, proper historical work was a way of doing something 

for the cause of the united empire.  His history offered lessons. The greatest one was that the 568

self-governing territories had to have autonomy and more voice in the politics of the Empire. 

Imperial history pointed to the potentially deleterious consequences of the rigid colonial 

policy of the metropolis. In the words of Egerton, “the cause, which more than any other 

wrecked our first Colonial Empire [loss of American colonies], was the lack of imagination 

shown by Englishmen at home”.   569

 H. E. Egerton, “The American Revolution and Imperial Union”, United Empire, The Royal Colonial Institute 566

Journal, Vol IV, 1913, p. 796. 

 H. E. Egerton, “Review: The Provincial Governor in the English Colonies of America by Evarts Boutell 567

Greene”, The English Historical Review, Vol. 15, No. 57, 1900, pp. 184-185. 

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, pp. 31-32.568

 My emphasis. H. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, pp. 31-32. Egerton continued to use 569

it. See: H. E. Egerton, “The Problem of the Empire”, p. 271. 
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Even though the notion of the “First” and the “Second” Empire became dominant in the late 

1920s, we can see that Egerton used it already in 1905. The year 1783 was used as the turning 

point by Newton at King’s College. Throughout his years at King’s, Newton divided his 

lectures into “English Colonial History to 1783” and “English colonial History 1783 - to 

present”.  When Newton edited CHBE, he again used 1783 as the border. The only 570

difference between Egerton and Newton was that Newton called the two Empires the “Old” 

and the “New”, and not the “First” and the “Second”. Newton did this for the first time in 

1917 and repeated this in CHBE in 1929.  Despite different names, Newton had in mind the 571

same year as the boundary. According to the pioneers, 1783 was the crucial year of imperial 

history. It was a real annus horribilis. The division between the “First” and the “Second” took 

root.   572

The breakaway of the US colonies did not just cause a specific chronology to be established. 

This event, deemed an almost irreparable disaster, was thoroughly studied. At Oxford, 

Egerton regularly devoted his courses to the American revolution. In 1908, his course was 

“The Causes of the Loss of American Colonies”.  In 1910, he lectured on “American 573

revolution, its character, causes, and lessons”.  In 1911, he set the American Revolution in 574

 King’s College Archives: “King’s College Calendar 1917-1918”, p. 80; “King’s College Calendar 1918 - 570

1919”, p. 80; “King’s College London - Calendar for 1919-1920”, pp. 79 - 80; “King’s College London Calendar 
1920-1921”, p. 81; “King’s College London - Calendar for 1921-1922”, p. 88. 

 A. P. Newton, The Old Empire and the New; See: CHBE, Vol. 1 - The old empire from the beginnings to 1783, 571

Cambridge 1929; CHBE, Vol. 2 - The Growth of the New Empire, 1783-1870, Cambridge 1928. Newton used it 
also in his overview of imperial history: A. P. Newton, J. Ewig, The British Empire since 1783, London 1929. 

 There was also an attempt to launch the notion of the “Third” Empire. A. Zimmern, The Third British Empire: 572

being a course of lectures delivered at Columbia University, London 1926. It should not come as a surprise that 
Zimmern was also a Round Table member. R. Symonds, Oxford and Empire - The Last Lost Cause?, p. 68. 
Amanda Behm also notes the politics behind the idea of the “Third” Empire. A. Behm, Imperial History, p. 185.

 Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XXXVIII 1907-1908, Oxford 1908, p. 280. 573

 Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XL, 1909-1910, Oxford 1910, p. 283. 574
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the context of the longer story of colonial mismanagement.  The “American Revolution" 575

course was taught in 1913 and again in 1915.  During the Great war, due to the pressure of 576

war realities, King’s College went one step further. From the school year 1917 - 1918, 

Newton became “Lecturer in Colonial and American History”.   577

For the pioneers, it was not enough to establish their own chronology. Additionally, they 

wanted to focus on a specific period of imperial history. At Oxford, imperial history was part 

of the Modern History School. It is important to note that imperial history was the most 

modern part of Modern History. In the early twentieth century, Modern History stopped with 

Queen Victoria's ascension in 1837.  Egerton opposed that approach, arguing that 578

contemporary history provided the most relevant lessons.  Egerton did not just call for the 579

study of more recent history, he followed his advice. In his Short History of British Colonial 

Policy, published in 1897, he covered the events from 1897.  Other pioneers followed his 580

calls. In his 1912 lecture to the British Academy, Low noted, with obvious satisfaction, that 

historians had recently started to cover the period up until 1885.   581

Despite occasional excursions to the early centuries of imperial history, the pioneers were 

historians of the contemporary Empire. This is best reflected in some of Egerton’s Oxford 

courses: “English Colonial History in its relation to modern problems”, “Imperial problems, 

 The name of the course was: “English Colonies in the 18th century - the movement towards American 575

Independence”. Oxford University Gazette Vol XL, p. 993. 

 Oxford University Gazette, vol. XLIII, p. 338; Oxford University Gazette, Vol XLV, 1914 - 1915, Oxford 576

1915, p. 226.

 King’s College Archive, “King’s College Calendar 1917-1918”, p. 78. 577

 J. G. Darwin, “A World University”, p. 611.578

 H. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, p. 9 - 16. 579

 H. Egerton, Short History of British Colonial Policy, p. 452.580

 S. Low, “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in London”, p. 494. 581
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past and present”, and “Problems of the British Empire, past and present”.  At the time, this 582

was not common. The approach of others was to move away from controversial contemporary 

issues. Precisely because of this, William Stubbs, Regius Professor of Modern History at 

Oxford, never lectured past the early seventeenth century.  Let's look at the work of other 583

Regius Professors, both at Oxford and Cambridge, at the turn of the century. We can see that 

focus on the most contemporary was unique for imperial historians. When Ronald Robinson, 

the fifth incumbent of the Beit Chair, was writing his PhD thesis in the immediate aftermath 

of the Second World War, he used the documents within the government's 50-year rule of 

access. His examiners needed special security clearances and could not check all the 

references. Hyam notes that this was a sensation.  The focus on the contemporary was well 584

within the intended postulates of the pioneers and is explained by the reformist agenda of the 

pioneers. Contemporary history was about contemporary problems. 

If imperial history was to serve the purpose that the pioneers had in their minds, then it was 

necessary to point to the proper lessons of the past. The pioneers were trying to do just that. 

Their thematic choices mirrored the effects they wanted to bring about. As I have shown at the 

beginning of the chapter, Egerton blamed “lack of imagination” for the loss of the “First” 

Empire in his inaugural lecture. He argued that his history aimed toward cultivating 

“historical imagination”.  In Egerton’s words, imperial history needed “some principle of 585

selection”.  What kind of selection did the pioneers have in mind? Besides, how did that 586

selection affect the coming generations of imperial historians? 

 Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XXXVIII, p. 800; Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLIV, p. 888; Oxford 582

University Gazette, Vol. XLV, p. 62; Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLVIII 1917 - 1918, p. 552. 

 R. N. Soffer, “Modern History”, p. 369. 583

 R. Hyam, “The study of imperial and commonwealth history at Cambridge”, p. 90. 584

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History pp. 31 - 32. 585

 H. E. Egerton, “On some aspects of the teaching of imperial history”, p. 13. 586
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Egerton never defined how he saw this “imagination”. It seems that for him, imagination was 

a way to envisage both the disenfranchisement of the settler colonies, and to grasp that the 

Empire might collapse without proper policies. Not just in his inaugural lecture but 

throughout the period, Egerton blamed an absence of imagination for the loss of the American 

colonies.  The imagination that guaranteed that no such thing could happen again ought to 587

be cultivated through proper lessons. This conviction shaped the thematic predilections of the 

pioneers. The greatest part of their research was dedicated to the “colonial reformers”. The 

pioneers, who saw themselves as the next generation of reformers, studied actual imperial 

reformers. They explored the imperial administrators whom they believed brought about 

sustainable imperial solutions.  

The Report on the Affairs of British North America, made by the Earl of Durham in 1838, is 

one example. The pioneers argued that Durham’s report inaugurated the period of colonial 

self-governance. Allegedly, Durham was the man who prevented Canada from following the 

past examples set by the US. The pioneers studied Durham's report and glorified it. In 1912, 

Lucas published the edited three-volume edition of the Durham Report.  Coupland taught 588

two different courses about Durham at Oxford.  Shortly before his retirement, Coupland 589

 H. E. Egerton, “The Colonial Reformers of 1830”, p. 175. 587

 Lord Durham's Report on the Affairs of British North America, Vol. I - III, ed: C. P. Lucas, Oxford 1912.588

 “Durham’s Report”: Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLVI 1915 - 1916, Oxford 1916, 408; “Lord Durham 589

and the Colonial reformers”, “The colonial policy of Lord Durham and his school”: Oxford University Gazette, 
Vol. XLVIII, p. 366.
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published the report in an abridged edition.  Whereas Lucas and Coupland published the 590

report, Egerton wrote about it.  He called it an “epoch-making report”.   591 592

Why was it important to study Durham’s report? Why were all the pioneers attracted to it? In 

their view, Durham was the creator of the self-governing imperial system. Lucas argued: “If 

England continues to be inspired by what Lord Durham taught so well, then as Great Britain 

has grown into Greater Britain, so Greater Britain will grow into greatest Britain”.  Ged 593

Martin showed that at the time when Durham’s report was originally published, the report did 

not enjoy the reputation which was later attributed to it. Moreover, Durham’s report certainly 

did not inspire the emergence of the Commonwealth and the self-governing system.  Who 594

rediscovered Durham’s report? Who attributed all this influence to it? Lucas and Egerton.  595

In the 1950s, historians still followed the lead set by the pioneers and claimed that Durham’s 

report was the “Magna Carta of colonial self-government”.  596

However, just like with the chronology of imperial history, the overemphasis of Durham’s 

influence was not a historiographical miscalculation. It was part of a larger strategy. We can 

see that because Durham was not the only colonial reformer that the pioneers studied. Even 

before Lucas edited Durham’s writings in 1912, Egerton published speeches of Durham's like-

minded contemporary, William Molesworth, and a biography of the colonial administrator 

 The Durham Report. An abridged version, with an introduction and notes by Sir Reginald Coupland, Oxford 590

1945.

 H. E. Egerton, “Lord Durham's Canada Report”, The English Historical Review, Vol. 17, No. 67, 1902, p. 591

539.

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, p. 10. 592

 Lord Durham's Report on the Affairs of British North America, Vol. I, ed: C. P. Lucas, Oxford 1912, p. 317. 593

Quoted from: G. Martin, The Durham Report and British Policy: A Critical Essay, Cambridge 1972, p. 100. 

 See chapter “The Growth of the myth”, in: G. Martin, op. cit, pp. 74 - 100.594

 Ibid, p. 99. 595

 M. Bentley, Modernising England's Past, p. 70. 596
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Stamford Raffles.  In a rare foray into earlier centuries, Newton studied early seventeenth-597

century plans to give more autonomy to Virginia . Similarly, the core of the courses at 598

Oxford, organised by the Beit Chair, was dedicated to the colonial reformers and the 

development of self-government.  599

Why was it important to study the reformers of the Empire? Above everything else, the 

pioneers saw themselves as the reformers of their era. We should remember that the pioneers 

viewed the future in simplistic terms. The Empire would either unite, or it would lose all of its 

powers and ultimately collapse. It was crucial to unite with the Dominions and not lose them. 

The imperial structure could not afford to repeat the disaster of 1783. Egerton’s view of 

history was deterministic. He argued that in the very system of the “First” Empire, there were 

“seeds of inevitable disunion”.  That is why it was necessary to point to the examples of 600

“good” colonial policy. Therefore, even when Egerton was writing about colonial policies, his 

main interest was what kind of systemic practices led to the spread and survival of empires.  601

Low was thinking along these exact lines.  However, the history they produced was 602

 Selected Speeches of Sir William Molesworth - On Questions Relating to Colonial Policy, ed. H. E. Egerton, 597

London 1903; H. E. Egerton, Sir Stamford Raffles: England in the Far East, London 1900. 

 A. P. Newton, “A New Plan to Govern Virginia, 1623”, The American Historical Review, Vol. 19, No. 3, 1914, 598

pp. 559-578. 

 “The Colonial Policy of Chatham 1746 - 1778”, “The Builders of Canada”, “Evolution of Canadian Self-599

Government”: Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XXXVIII, pp. 280, 526, 800; “Main Currents of Thought with 
regard to Colonies During the Last Century”, Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLI, 1910-1911, Oxford 1911, p. 
356; “The government of the English colonies in the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries”, Oxford University Gazette, 
Vol. XLI, 1911, p. 653; “Canadian Constitutional Development”, “Relations between the constituent portions of 
the British Empire, considered from the point of view of their past history”, “Imperial Organisation”, Oxford 
University Gazette, Vol. XLIII, pp. 28, 626; “Constitutional relations between Great Britain and the Dominions”, 
Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLV, p. 226; “Coupland Durham’s Report”, Oxford University Gazette, Vol. 
XLVI p. 408; “Lord Durham and the Colonial reformers”, Vol. XLVIII, p. 34; “The colonial policy of Lord 
Durham and his school”, Vol. XLVIII, p. 366. Many of these courses were held for three or four times over the 
years. 

 H. E. Egerton, “On some aspects of the teaching of imperial history”, pp. 8 - 9.600

 H. E. Egerton, “The Colonial Reformers of 1830”, pp. 144 - 169.601

 “Imperial History was about “the practices by which Empires are gained or lost, and new nations created”. S. 602

Low, “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in London”, p. 492.
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distorted by their instrumentality. They were reading their values back into the past. If we 

take, for instance, Egerton's statements at face value, it turns out that all colonial reformers 

aimed at one thing - creating Greater Britain.  However, despite these distortions, it is 603

essential to focus on the themes of the pioneers because they point to the lessons that the 

pioneers hoped to convey. Imperial history studied “imperial builders”. Egerton aimed to 

discover the stories of individuals who built the Empire. He asked: “How many forgotten 

worthies are there in English history, who, in their day, were most loyal workers in the 

building of Great Britain?”  604

The dominant version of history taught at the time in the United Kingdom was constitutional 

history.  Even though the pioneers opposed this trend, their version of history was strongly 605

saturated with constitutional elements. The focus on reformers and the governance of the 

Empire meant that their imperial history was, essentially, imperial constitutional history. Even 

the extensive sweeping reviews that covered centuries analysed constitutional factors that 

could hinder or facilitate imperial unity.  Historical studies of federations were common. As 606

already mentioned, the first book Egerton published after he took Beit position and the first 

work that Newton published after he became the Rhodes Professor were about federalism and 

federations.  Lectures and courses at King’s College in London were also directed towards 607

the constitutional arrangement of the Empire. During the first years of the lecture scheme, it 

was a place where many of the prominent federalists had the opportunity to present their 

 “It is impossible to deny that the English statesman who first brought responsible government within the 603

range of practical politics was precisely the statesman who was most profoundly possessed with the idea of a 
greater Britain”. Ibid, p. 169.

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, p. 6.604

 R. N. Soffer, Discipline and Power, p. 58605

 A.P. Newton, The Old Empire and the New, pp 117-127.606

 H. E. Egerton, Federations and Unions in the British Empire, London 1911; A.P. Newton, Federal and 607

Unified Constitutions - A Collection of Constitutional Documents for the Use of Students, London 1923. 
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views.  At Oxford, Egerton regularly lectured about federalism.  Moreover, Egerton 608 609

recognised “the development of federal principle” as one of the key themes of Imperial 

History.   610

One year before Egerton became the Beit Professor, Charles Firth became the Regius 

Professor of Modern History. In his inaugural lecture, Firth reflected on many of his peers' 

concerns. Firth argued that at British universities historians were not getting any professional 

training. “I mean such a technical training as French and German universities give to future 

historians - that is, a training in the methods of investigation, in the use of original 

authorities”.  Firth's attack was so strong that Oxford tutors forced him to apologise in the 611

aftermath.  Long before Firth, historians of the ancient world at Oxford were deeply 612

engaged with methodological questions.  That brings us to the question, what was the 613

methodology of imperial history?  

Even though they were surrounded by other historians who talked about methodology, the 

pioneers of imperial history rarely did. Does that mean we should conclude that imperial 

history was written without methodology? I would argue against it. To understand the 

pioneers' methodology, we need to remind ourselves what they were doing with their history. 

The goal of steering the Empire towards unification brought with it a specific kind of 

 King’s College Archives, “Kap/Bur 249(A) Report 1919”.608

 “The federal principle in the British Empire”, Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XXXVIII, p. 280; “Anglo-609

Saxon federations“, Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLII, p. 305; Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLV, p. 452; 
Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLVIII, p. 199. In autumn of 1916 Coupland’s course was: “The origin and 
character of federalism in Canada”, Oxford University Gazette, Vol. XLVII 1916 - 1917, Oxford 1917, p. 45. 

 H. E. Egerton, “On some aspects of the teaching of imperial history”, p. 11. 610

 C. H. Firth, A Plea for the Historical Teaching of History, An Inaugural Lecture Delivered on November 9, 611

1904, Oxford 1904, p. 1.

 M. Bentley, “The Evolution and Dissemination of Historical Knowledge”, p. 190. 612

 O. Murray, “Ancient History”, in: The History of the University of Oxford, Vol. VI. Nineteenth-Century 613

Oxford, Part 1,ed: M. C. Brock, M. C. Curthoys, Oxford 1997, p. 529.
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methodology. Their methodology was subordinated to their reformist goals. The methodology 

was, in good part, concealed in their thematic preferences. They hoped to achieve their goals 

by studying colonial reformers, the concept of federation, and the past mistakes committed in 

the American colonies. Sometimes they spoke openly about it. Why were the individuals 

studied? Egerton argued: “Two recent biographies serve to emphasise the variety of ways in 

which the cause of a united Empire may be advanced”.  Biographies allowed the pioneers to 614

exemplify virtues they celebrated in the lives of the past colonial reformers. Whether the 

focus was on individuals, ideas, or above everything else on Imperial Federation, the goal was 

to generate a historical foundation for their reformist concepts.  

If history was to be the weapon in the battle for the hearts and minds of the people in Britain, 

then its message had to be precise. The methodology of the pioneers was not just expressed in 

their concealed thematic predilections. The methodology was equally embedded in imperial 

history through an attempt to present the history of the Empire as an organic whole. On the 

one hand, the pioneers were firmly against the histories of the separate colonies. On the other, 

they wanted to equate English history with the history of the entire Empire. Amery wrote to 

Milner in 1906: “if we are imperialists, we must look at the Empire as a single state, separate 

in some sense from the rest of the world”.  Indeed, the imperial historians did try to carve 615

the Empire out as a historical singularity and merge England and the Empire into one. The 

pioneers were against treating the colonies as separate in any sense. Suppose the problem that 

imperial history was trying to solve was the problem of the “wider organisation of the British 

Empire as a whole”. In that case, it is not surprising that its focus was pointed towards the 

unifying picture.  616

 H. E. Egerton, “Two Imperialists: A Contrast and a Parallel”, p. 139. 614

 A. Behm, Imperial History, p. 142. 615

 H. E. Egerton, “On some aspects of the teaching of imperial history”, p. 11. 616
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Lucas asked in 1916: “But what is Imperial History? What does it mean? To what is it 

opposed?”. The answer was brief: “In the first place, it is not opposed to English history: it is 

English history”.  This was a tactical decision. Drawing from Seeley, the pioneers believed 617

that maintaining the Empire would be less questionable, if there were no strong division 

between the Empire and England. In other words, if the Empire and England became one, at 

least through the past.  Similarly to Lucas, who aimed at merging the history of England and 618

the history of the Empire, Egerton strived towards uniting the constitutional history of 

England with the constitutional history of the Empire.   619

Newton believed that previously written histories of individual colonies were “narrowly 

confined to the story of particular parts of the Empire” and that they were not placed in 

“appropriate setting as part of the greater whole with a background of world history”.  Even 620

before Newton, Egerton argued along the same lines. In his inaugural lecture, he claimed that 

“the time has come when the history of England should become identified with the history of 

the English Empire”.  When Low presented his vision of “imperial studies” for the first 621

time, he argued that historians should not focus on the Ancient World. Instead, their focus 

ought to be on the British World, Low claimed.   622

 “We say that Great Britain has made an Empire, but it is equally true to say, and it ought to be said, that the 617

Empire has made the present Great Britain. If there had been no Empire, Great Britain would have been a 
different kind of country, with a different kind of people, and a totally different record”. C. P. Lucas, “On 
Teaching of Imperial History”, History, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1916, p. 5. 

 J. G. Greenlee, “A succession of Seeleys’: The ‘old school’ re-examined”, p. 276.618

 “Instead of colonial constitutional history being considered as a subject apart, to be studied only by those who 619

show a special interest in colonial questions, why should it not be read, in the upper forms of English public 
schools and elsewhere, side by side with the English constitutional history which it illustrates and makes much 
more intelligible?” H. E. Egerton “On some aspects of the teaching of imperial history”, p. 10.

 A. P. Newton, Introduction to the Study of Colonial History, p. 7.620

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, p. 21. 621

 S. Low, “The Organisation of Imperial Studies in London“. 622
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The ISC attempted to reform the history syllabuses in universities, with the notion “that the 

existing syllabuses in History be revised to recognise and emphasise the fact that the history 

of the Empire is an internal part of the history of England”.  Lucas, Newton, Low and other 623

members of the ISC argued: “English history henceforward must mean, not the history of the 

British Isles but the history of the British Empire”.  When the ISC delegation requested to 624

create imperial history chairs at every British university, they wanted to have an imperial 

history as a history of the whole. They claimed: “The story of the Overseas Empire is taught 

and treated as an appendix to English History, instead of being taught as an integral part of 

English History, English History being all one”.  Lucas hoped that future textbooks would 625

exclude “mutual exclusiveness”. He desired that “the British Empire will no longer be treated 

as an appendix to Great Britain”.   626

The pioneers wanted to produce an all-encompassing history of the Empire, a synthesis of its 

geographical reach. No parts should be left out. The history of the individual parts should not 

be told in isolation. The pioneers shaped their history in order to provoke imperial patriotism. 

Therefore, they needed broad geographical scope in their historiographical reach. Egerton 

wanted to see the Empire where there is “no greater difference between the members of the 

scattered portions of the Empire than between a Devonian and a Yorkshireman”.  Seeley 627

saw the Empire as a global Venice: “with the ocean flowing through it in every direction, lies, 

 Senate House Library, “Imperial Studies Committee Minutes”, p. 59.623

 “Editorial Notes And Comments - Imperial History in Schools”, p. 91. 624

 “Imperial History and Geography - Deputation to the President of the Board of Education”, p. 398. 625

 C. P. Lucas, “Imperial Studies”, p. 668.626

 H. E. Egerton, The Claims of the Study of Colonial History, pp. 21 - 22. 627
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like a world-Venice, with the sea for streets, Greater Britain”.  Imperial history emerged as 628

an attempt to keep global Venetians close together. 

 The Round Table members developed similar thinking, which imagined “a nationhood that is 

not confined to each Dominion but encircles the world”.  In practice, this meant that 629

imperial history was envisaged as the history of the entire Empire. So it was. Egerton, Lucas 

and Newton recognised that the histories of the colonies had been written before they started 

their work.  Their innovation and contribution were in the fact that they brought the story of 630

the Empire into a coherent whole.  Newton claimed that colonial history “has frequently 631

been confused with the history of colonies”.  Imperial history did not only emerge as the 632

history of the whole Empire, but it also self-fashioned itself as the antipode of separate 

colonial histories. It was recognised that separate histories provoked separate national 

feelings, and that was the last thing the pioneers wanted to see.  633

Egerton wished to shape the research agenda of future generations of historians and said: 

“The story of colonial expansion, of the steady march of the unknown millions, filling and 

replenishing the earth, still awaits its historian”.  The history made by the pioneers was 634

 J. R. Seeley, Expansion of England, p. 334. 628

 Bodleian Library, The Round Table Papers, MS. Eng. hist. c. 793, “Independence or union”, fol. 85 - 98.629

 A. P. Newton, Introduction to the Study of Colonial History, 14; Egerton, “On some aspects of the teaching of 630

imperial history”, p. 4.

 Instead of separate stories, Egerton argued for “history of the British Empire from the point of view of its 631

expansion, physical, economic, and constitutional”. H. E. Egerton, “On some aspects of the teaching of imperial 
history”, p. 4.

 That, in turn, produced “collection of disconnected narratives of events”. A. P. Newton, Introduction to the 632

Study of Colonial History, p. 7. 

 Wm. R. Louis, “Introduction”, p. 15. 633

 H. E. Egerton, “On some aspects of the teaching of imperial history”, p. 13. It should be noted that the wish 634

of the first Beit Professor was fulfilled by the present Beit Professor, James Belich. See: J. Belich, Replenishing 
the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Angloworld, Oxford 2011. The phrase “replenish the Earth” 
was coined by Thomas Arnold in 1815. J. Belich, op. cit, p. 148.
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instrumentalist in nature. Although it is still difficult to say to what extent, their underlying 

assumptions, conclusions and premises silently spilt over to post-Great War imperial 

historiography, influencing later generations of historians. The pioneers of imperial history, 

the men who engineered its institutionalisation, acted in order to thwart the problems that the 

Empire was facing. The cause that stood behind their actions was an assuredness that the 

Empire was facing a simple dilemma. In their view, the Empire was steadily moving towards 

collapse without reform of its structure.  

The pioneers hoped that good educational policies would influence the British population's 

collective conscience. Their line of reasoning was, that if the general population were to be 

exposed to a carefully designed curriculum, they would realise the essential importance of the 

Empire for Britain. In that way, imperial reformers could confront the rising tide of mass 

politics and perceived ignorance. The working classes, and their potentially anti-imperial 

sentiments, would be tamed. At the same time, awareness about the essential value of the 

Empire would allow different policies towards the Dominions. In turn, that would enable 

constitutional reform of the Empire. Despite the rise of military and economic competition, a 

united Empire would secure a safe future for Britain. Remarkable similarities between the 

Beit and Rhodes professorships prove that imperial history emerged as a project. However 

naive the general ambition was, it is worthy of analysis, given that despite the failure of their 

political project, the pioneers did create a field that remains very influential today.  

The history that the pioneers were making was instrumentalist in nature. Therefore, that 

history had clear thematic predilections, methodological premises and established 

chronologies, all of which served the ultimate purpose of allowing imperial reform. Even 

though they cared about the entire Empire, they were aware that the reform could not come 
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from the periphery. The creators of imperial history hoped to reform the Empire, which in 

1914 had over four hundred million inhabitants, by improving the curriculum of historical 

education in Britain. Even though their hopes might seem misplaced, one should not rule out 

the essence of their logic. The implementation of the reform did not require the consent of the 

majority of the inhabitants. The pioneers only needed to swing British public opinion. The 

Empire ruled over hundreds of millions, but less than three million votes always won the 

parliamentary majority in Britain before the Great War. Therefore, it is not a surprise that the 

greatest enemies of the pioneers were not the colonial nationalists.  

Their greatest enemy was “Little Englander” at home. The pioneers started by targeting 

university students only. However, over time, probably after realising that strength is in 

numbers, their approach changed. The first idea was to create a separate section within 

Modern History. Afterwards, they sought to make imperial history an obligatory course for all 

history students. Finally, in 1918 and 1919, the pioneers wanted imperial history as a 

compulsory subject for all school pupils. Over time, they targeted larger and larger audiences. 

Without direct access to the highest echelons of politics, the pioneers tried to leave a mark 

through the backdoor - by educating those who were coming and who were supposed to take 

the reins of the Empire in their own hands in the near future.  
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7. The Strange Birth of Economic History - the Empire and the 

Struggle for Economics 

7.1. Introduction 

The British Economic Association (BEA) was established in 1890. The first issue of the 

association’s periodical, The Economic Journal, was published the following year.  The 635

journal's manifesto stressed that the BEA “is open to all schools and parties” and that the 

journal would be “open to writers of different schools”.  The Economic Journal was, indeed, 636

open to different schools of thought. The content of articles published during the first two 

decades of the journal’s existence reveals various debates alive in British economics. Swords 

were crossed over a wide variety of issues, ranging from questions of methodology to 

dilemmas about suitable economic policies for Britain and its Empire. However, the 

differences did not emerge only after the BEA and its journal were founded. In 1891, in 

Oxford, another journal was inaugurated: The Economic Review.  Even though The 637

Economic Review appeared first, The Economic Journal was long in the planning, and The 

Economic Review, actually, represented an answer to it and its guiding force - Alfred Marshal. 

In the first issue of The Economic Review, the editors noted that dispute between the different 

schools “still rages some-what fiercely”.  The professionalisation of economics and its 638

 A. Kadish, R. D. Freeman, “Foundation and Early Years”, in: A Century of Economics: 100 Years of the Royal 635

Economic Society and the Economic Journal, ed: J. D. Hey, D. Winch, Oxford 1990, pp. 22 - 24.

 “The British Economic Association”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1891, p. 1. 636

 K. Tribe, “Political Economy and the Science of Economics in Victorian Britain”, in: Organisation of 637

Knowledge in Victorian Britain, ed: M. Daunton, Oxford 2005, p. 123.

 A. W. Coats, “The Origins and Early Development of The Royal Economic Society”, The Economic Journal, 638

Vol. 78, No. 310, 1968, p. 356. 
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institutionalisation happened concurrently with polemical arguments about the essence and 

goals of economic science.  

Two tendencies overlapped each other. On the one hand, practitioners endeavoured to spell 

out what constitutes economics; what methods ought to be used, and common problems that 

needed to be addressed and attempted to deal with the heritage of previous generations of 

economic thinkers. On the other hand, the discipline was being institutionalised by the 

creation of specialised journals and societies. The last decades of the nineteenth century 

represented a time of intensive scientific specialisation. In Britain, Nature was founded in 

1869, the philosophical journal Mind in 1876, and The English Historical Review in 1886.  639

These trends were not exclusively British.  

Moreover, we can even say that Britain was lagging behind. The foundation of British 

journals dedicated to economics represented a response to parallel events occurring elsewhere 

in Europe and the US. The influential German Jahrbuch fur Gesetzgebung, Verwaltung und 

Volkswirtschaft was first published in 1877. In 1887 Revue d'économie politique was created 

in France and the Quarterly Journal of Economics in the US. The creation of the BEA in 1890 

was, in part, a response to the creation of the American Economic Association (AEA) in 1885. 

The influence of these events on British economists was noticed by researchers and is also 

quite evident in sources. Alfred Marshall asked in April 1890: “Has the time come for the 

founding of an English Economic Journal somewhat similar in character to the American 

Quarterly? Has the time come for founding an English Economic Society or Association; 

which shall have as its main objects the encouragement of research and discussion, the 

 W. Whyte, “The Antinomies of Sage Culture”, The Victorian World, ed: M. Hewitt, London 2012, p. 527.639
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publication of monographs, the translation of foreign works and the republication of English 

works that are out of print?”  640

Modern understandings of the character of scientific disciplines emerged in the nineteenth 

century. As Dorothy Ross notes, what was recognised in the twentieth century as a separate 

discipline, “emerged from older branches of knowledge by process of separation and 

negotiation between related and overlapping areas of interest”.  In this chapter, I aim to 641

show how this “separation and negotiation” affected the emergence of economic history. 

Unlike the first two chapters of this thesis, where pioneers of geography and imperial history 

faced little or no opposition in their basic academic ambitions, the emergence of economic 

history is a story about conflict within economics.  

The professionalisation gives context for understanding that conflict because the 

establishment of societies and journals provided an opportunity for victory, or defeat, of 

different visions for economics. Institutionalisation provided a chance for various individuals 

to push economics in their desired direction, reinvigorating the struggle to determine what 

was going to be studied and what was not. The conflicting answers to the question of what 

economics is and what sound economic policy are put forward in an arena where different 

intellectual forces collide. Academic developments, and disciplinary delineations, should be 

understood in this combative context. Professionalisation often meant that the delineation of 

disciplines became contested. 

 “Letter to Members of the Committee of Section F [of British Association]” - The Correspondence of Alfred 640

Marshall, Economist, Volume 1 - Climbing 1868 - 1890, ed: J. K. Whitaker, Cambridge 1996, p. 317.

 D. Ross, “Changing Contours of the Social Sciences Disciplines”, pp. 205 - 206.641
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This chapter follows the emergence of economic history as a separate branch of knowledge in 

Great Britain. The chapter will revolve around the works of individuals who are now seen as 

the pioneers of economic history, culminating with the creation of the first economic history 

lectureship in Britain. As with the other chapters, I argue that we can only understand the 

drive for change, the design of a new field of knowledge, or the goals of newly established 

discipline, if we take into account the reformist agendas of the disciplinary innovators. In 

other words, similarly to geography and imperial history, economic history challenged the 

status quo, and its first practitioners hoped to provoke changes in the political and economic 

system of Britain and its Empire. Their hopes to achieve these changes determined their 

actions and, in turn, gave shape to the nascent field of economic history.  

Economic history is sometimes seen as a separate discipline and occasionally a subfield of 

both economics and history.  It is argued that the relative late birth of economic history was 642

due to the fact that classical economists looked upon their subject as essentially a-historical.  643

I aim to show that the original goal of the creators of economic history was not to create a 

distinctive scholarly field and argue that the result, the creation of a separate discipline, was 

never the goal of the pioneers of economic history. In that sense, the birth of economic history 

in Britain was accidental. The pioneers used historical research to question the validity of 

contemporary economic dogmas. They hoped to change economics, and, in the end, their 

ineffective struggles had the unintended consequence embodied in the creation of economic 

history as an independent realm of academic investigation. 

 M. Blum, C. L. Colvin, “Introduction, or Why We Started This Project”, An Economist’s Guide to Economic 642

History, ed: M. Blum, C. L. Colvin, London 2018, p. 5.

 N. B. Harte, “The Making of Economic History”, in: The Study of Economic History - Collected Inaugural 643

Lectures, 1893-1970, ed: N. B. Harte, London 1971, p. xii. 
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The turn towards economic history ought to act as a therapeutic remedy to the aberrations of 

turn-of-the-century orthodox economics. The pioneers of economic history hoped to move 

Britain away from laissez-faire capitalism and liberal individualism, and foster greater unity 

with the Empire. The turn towards history was intended to disprove and discredit the alleged 

universal applicability of dominant economic dogmas. As I will show, the desire for change 

predated the turn towards the past. In other words, the past was utilised for contemporary 

purposes. This approach allows us to understand the strange birth of economic history and 

shed new light on the disjuncture of the two disciplines. Around 1910, economics and 

economic history were clearly separated. Half a century earlier, political economy was the 

field that encompassed both future disciplines. At first, the struggle between two different 

schools of thought happened nominally, inside the same body of knowledge. This conflict 

started as a battle of practitioners of the same craft. The result was the creation of the separate 

fields of economics and economic history. This chapter argues that this separation was 

accelerated, if not even caused, by the conflict between so-called orthodox economists and 

their opponents. The push towards greater demarcation between economics and economic 

history was caused by this conflict. In other words, the outcome of this conflict was 

disciplinary separation.  

During the late eighteenth and the first half of the nineteenth century, the majority of the most 

influential economists were not associated with the universities. James Mill, John Stuart Mill, 

Thomas Robert Malthus, and David Ricardo were not affiliated with universities. Nominally, 

the study of political economy within university walls started in the 1820s. In 1825, banker 

Henry Drummond founded a chair of Political Economy at the University of Oxford. Three 

years later, the chair for Political Economy was created at the University of Cambridge.  644

 H. W. Spiegel, The Growth of Economic Thought, Durham, NC, 1991, p. 290. 644
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The newly established University of London did not want to fall behind, and in 1828 J. R. 

McCulloch became the first Professor of Political Economy.  These chairs had limited 645

impact during the first decades of their existence due to several factors. The finances behind 

them were unstable, so these positions were not filled all the time. Moreover, they were not 

considered as prized as they would be in the coming decades. Additionally, these positions did 

not require that their incumbents do a substantial amount of work. Above everything else, the 

number of interested students was low.  This would change by the end of the century.  646

By the early 1870s, political economy had assumed a secure position within university 

programs. However, it did not achieve this independently, but as a part of history curriculums. 

Keith Tribe argues that political economy did not have a strong and secure place in university 

education before the foundation of the School of Modern History at the University of Oxford 

in 1871.  Similarly to Oxford, when the Historical Tripos was created at the University of 647

Cambridge in 1873, political economy became part of it.  From this moment onwards, 648

though, especially from the early 1880s, those active in the field of political economy were 

engaged in a series of debates. These debates continued long into the first decades of the 

twentieth century. However, the first years of the new century brought a significant change. In 

1903, Alfred Marshall successfully finished his year-long project and created the Economic 

Tripos in Cambridge. One year later, Lilian Knowles became the first lecturer of economic 

 J. Maloney, “The Teaching of Political Economy in the University of London”, in: The Market for Political 645

Economy - The Advent of Economics in British University Culture 1850 - 1905, ed: A. Kadish, K Tribe, London 
1993, p. 23.

 K. Tribe, “Political Economy and the Science of Economics in Victorian Britain”, p. 131; J. Maloney, “The 646

Teaching of Political Economy in the University of London”, p. 23; 

 K. Tribe, “Political Economy and the Science of Economics in Victorian Britain”, p. 131.647

 At the University of Cambridge, a Tripos is a set of courses that qualify an undergraduate for a bachelor's 648

degree. G. M. Koot, “Historical Economics and the Revival of Mercantilism Thought in Britain 1870 - 1920”, 
Mercantilist Economics, ed: L. Magnusson, Boston 1993, p. 198. At Cambridge, even before the Historical 
Tripos was created, political economy was partially studied as part of the Moral Sciences Tripos. A. Kadish, 
“Marshall and the Cambridge Economics Tripos”, in: The Market for Political Economy - The Advent of 
Economics in British University Culture 1850 - 1905, ed: A. Kadish, K Tribe, London 1993, p. 137. 
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history in Britain, based at the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE). 

Soon, academic positions created for economists and economic historians multiplied. The 

interlocutors started their debates within the same field. However, by the first years of the 

twentieth century, the division that exists today had been created.  

There is no doubt who emerged victorious. The creation of the Economic Tripos was the 

crowning event in a story about the unrivalled supremacy of Alfred Marshall and his vision. 

Debates about the discipline, therefore, are usually told through the lenses of the victorious 

side. John Maloney summarises the conflict as a “battle between those who saw [economics] 

as a discipline comparable to the natural sciences and those who saw it as an adjunct to 

immediate social reform”.  Keith Tribe, on the other hand, has analysed the evolving science 649

and Marshall’s victory by focusing on a change of terminology, from political economy to 

economics.  However, we should not lose sight of the nascent field of economic history.  650

Focusing on the pioneers of economic history allows us to understand the nascent field of 

economic history and see how the overlap of disciplinary conflicts and outside pressures on 

academics forged new areas of knowledge. Stefan Collini warns that disciplines are “unstable 

compounds”, and that they, in fact, are a “series of practices, whose unity, such as it is, is 

given as much by historical accident and institutional convenience as by a coherent 

intellectual rationale”.  In this chapter, just like in the chapters on geography and imperial 651

history, I argue that the story of disciplinary devolution, from political economy to economics 

 J. Maloney, The Professionalisation of Economics: Alfred Marshall and the Dominance of Orthodoxy, New 649

Brunswick 1991, p. 232. In the words of Ralf Dahrendorf the conflict was about the questions whether 
economics is “a theoretical science in the strict sense of the term, or is it a discipline of social and historical 
study which seeks to understand rather than predict?” R. Dahrendorf, Ibid, pp. 33-34. 

 K. Tribe, “Political Economy and the Science of Economics in Victorian Britain”.650

 S. Collini, “Postscript - Disciplines, canons, and publics: the history of `the history of political thought’ in 651

comparative perspective”, p. 298.
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and economic history, tells us that the reshuffle of the scientific disciplines at the turn of the 

century was, above everything else, driven by the desire to challenge the status quo in the 

British political and imperial system.  

7.2. Challenging Orthodoxy  

Over time the term “economic orthodoxy” has acquired various meanings. It is usually 

applied to the body of knowledge widely accepted among economists. However, for the 

creators of economic history, it had a specific meaning. Many of their arguments revolved 

around the notion of “orthodoxy” and specific understandings of orthodoxy were at the centre 

of their web of beliefs. They saw themselves as the opponents of orthodoxy and the 

interlocutors from the rival camp as “orthodox” economists, so we need to unpack the 

meaning they ascribed to it. In orthodoxy, they saw abstract, ahistorical and mathematical 

economics, that was uninterested in any kind of reform, social or imperial. Furthermore, they 

believed that individualistic views on society were inseparable from orthodoxy. As we will 

see, their representation of “orthodoxy” did not always do justice to the thinking of their 

opponents, however, it is not possible to talk about the emergence of economic history 

without using the term orthodoxy.  

What was the motive to challenge “orthodox economics”? It seems that three separate reasons 

prompted this challenge. The first was the conviction that a laissez-faire approach had 

harmful societal consequences. In this sense, the opponents of orthodoxy envisaged an 

economics that had a different kind of society in mind. Reasoning along these lines originated 

outside of political economy. Figures such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge, John Ruskin, and 
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Charles Dickens criticised the inhumanity of laissez-faire capitalism.  They noticed the 652

paradox that Britain was the richest country in the world, but a third of its population lived in 

poverty. Within political economy, these topics emerged most poignantly in the work of 

Arnold Toynbee, who focused much of his energies towards writing about the living 

conditions of the working classes.  It is no surprise that two prominent pioneers of economic 653

history, William Ashley and William Hewins, both became interested in the subject while 

attending Toynbee’s lectures at Oxford.  The oldest among the pioneers, William 654

Cunningham, was also personally very close to Toynbee.   655

Friedrich Hayek was right to note that English economic historians were, above all, social 

reformers.  Hewins, who would become a fierce opponent of theoretical economics, studied 656

at Oxford the subject whose importance for economics he would later fiercely disprove - 

mathematics. His rejection of orthodox economic theory and his turn towards history was 

inspired by the social concerns of Ruskin, Carlyle and Toynbee. Hewins had in mind a social 

order that was different from the individualistic liberalism of Victorian Britain.  Similarly to 657

Toynbee, Hewins himself participated in gathering data about poverty in Britain.  As well as 658

 F. A. Jonsson, “Political economy”, in: Historicism and the Human Sciences in Victorian Britain, ed: M. 652

Bevir, Cambridge 2017, pp. 187, 199.

 Arnold Toynbee (1852 - 1883) was a British economic historian. He should not be confused with a historian 653

and philosopher Arnold J. Toynbee  (1889 - 1975). 

 M. Schabas, A World Ruled by Number: William Stanley Jevons and the Rise of Mathematical Economics, 654

Princeton 2016, 112; G. M. Koot, “Historical Economics and the Revival of Mercantilism Thought in Britain 
1870 - 1920”, p. 205; E. H. H. Green, “Ashley, Sir William James (1860–1927), economic historian”, Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography; B. Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform, p. 194; A. Ashley, William James 
Ashley: A Life, London 1932, p. 22.

 A. Cunningham, William Cunningham - Teacher and Priest, London 1950, p. 59.655

 F. Hayek, Capitalism and Historians, London 2003 [1954], p. 54. 656

 G. Koot, “An alternative to Marshall: Economic history and applied economics at the early LSE”, Atlantic 657

Economic Journal, Vol. 10, No. 1, 1982, p. 11; A. C. Howe, “Hewins, William Albert Samuel (1865–1931), 
economist and politician ”, in; Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.

 Hewins helped Charles Booth, social reformer, in his research of London poverty in 1887. See: G. M. Koot, 658
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Halford Mackinder and the pioneers of imperial history, the first economic historians saw 

poverty as a serious problem. This conviction was not always based on altruistic motives, as 

poverty was seen as an issue because of the belief that it destabilised societies.  

Ashley wrote about the dangers and uncertainties of unregulated capitalism. He accused 

orthodox economics of obstructing economists from addressing social conflict. Ideally, 

Ashley believed, economics could guide peaceful societal evolution towards socialism. 

Ashley’s vision of socialism saw an expanded role of the state in the economy.  William 659

Cunningham used Toynbeean language when he talked about the working classes, and he saw 

a connection between their low living standards and the nature of the laissez-faire system.  660

Furthermore, Cunningham desired the restoration of an “organic” society. The transition from 

a society of individuals towards a society with more cohesion and integration ought to put to 

an end the alienation of the British population and amend broken relations among different 

classes.   661

Cunningham argued that orthodox economists saw society as “congeries of competitive 

individuals”, and he vehemently disagreed with them. Instead, he valued family, town, guild 

and the Church.  According to Cunningham, the greatest problem of the contemporary 662

economic canon was that they made the goals of capital differ from the interests of the 

community.  The opposition towards orthodox economics was induced by a desire to see 663

 G. M. Koot, “Historical Economics and the Revival of Mercantilism Thought in Britain 1870 - 1920”, p. 205 659

- 206.

 Ibid, p. 200; G. Koot, English Historical Economics 1870 - 1926, Cambridge 1987, p. 141660

 Ibid, 136; G. M. Koot, “Historical Economics and the Revival of Mercantilism Thought in Britain 1870 - 661

1920”, p. 198. 

 H. S. Foxwell, “Obituary”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 29, No. 115, 1919, p. 385. 662

 F. Trentmann, “National Identity and Consumer Politics: Free Trade and Tariff Reform”, in: The Political 663

Economy of British Historical Experience, 1688–1914 ed: D. Winch, P. K. O’Brien, Oxford 2002, p. 228.
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more state action informed by a new kind of economics. In this sense, the pioneers of 

economic history were the true offspring of T. H. Green’s philosophical idealism. Green 

turned against individualistic conceptions of society and suggested a concept of an “organic 
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nation”, where the state ought to have much larger responsibilities than before.  If we have 664

in mind the ideological commitment to organic and interdependent social order among the 

Tories, it should not come as a surprise that the creators of economic history were almost 

exclusively aligned with the Conservatives.   665

All the pioneers of economic history in Britain had ties with Germany. In 1868, Cunningham 

studied German at the University of Tübingen.  William Ashley studied in Göttingen.  666 667

Joseph Shields Nicholson, who became a Professor of Political Economy at Edinburgh 

University in 1880, studied at Heidelberg.  Hewins did not study in Germany, but he pointed 668

to the German influences in his work and remained in close contact with German 

economists.  If the pioneers of economic history already had their ideological reasons for 669

opposing orthodox economics, the works of the German historical economists offered a 

practical example of how to do it. In other words, if the opposition towards orthodoxy was 

ideological in nature, the methodology that buttressed the writings of the pioneers came from 

Germany. Overwhelming German influences were the second cause of the attack on economic 

orthodoxies. 

 B. Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform, pp. 20, 47. When Green died in 1883, Cunningham wrote: “He 664

was quite a young man - ten years or so my senior - and the man whom I looked on as my master in all that I 
care about in philosophy”. A. Cunningham, op. cit, p. 50. See also: D. Leighton, The Greenian Moment - T. H. 
Green, Religion and Political Argument in Victorian Britain, London 2004, pp. 284 - 285.

 M. Roberts, “Popular Conservatism in Britain, 1832–1914”, Parliamentary History, Vol. 26, No. 3, 2007, p. 665

405.
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What made the German historical school so appealing? The German school was anti-

cosmopolitan, and its focus was not on individuals but on the state and nation. By the early 

1880s, Bismarck’s Germany openly opposed the ideology of “Gladstonian liberalism”.  The 670

German Empire presented its economic model as an alternative to the British one. Taxation, 

tariffs and labour laws that existed in Germany were what the creators of economic history 

desired to see in Britain. Friedrich List, a forefather of the historical school, criticised the 

“boundless cosmopolitanism” of economic theory.  List shifted the focus of economics from 671

the individual towards the nation. National interest, according to List, ought to be the central 

focus of economics.  This resonated strongly among the new generation of British 672

economists. List’s magnum opus, National System of Political Economy, appeared in English 

translation for the first time in 1885, exactly at the time when heated economic debates were 

occurring in Britain.  The proponents of the German historical school rejected the universal 673

value of economic theories. They also rejected mathematical modelling and instead promoted 

the use of history.  

The methodology of German economists, their treatment of history as the essential source of 

knowledge and their conviction that economic laws were dependent on the context of time 

and space, were not the only things that made the historical school appealing. At the same 

time, we should not forget that Germany was admired for its economic growth and 

progressive social policies.  The policies of German economists were advertised in the best 674

way by the economic growth Germany was achieving. What made the German historical 

 P. Kennedy, The Rise of Anglo-German Antagonism, pp. 157 - 165.670

 E. Rothschild, “Political Economy”, in: Cambridge History of the Nineteenth Century Political Thought, ed: 671

G. Stedman Jones, G. Clayes, Cambridge 2011, p. 750.
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school so attractive was not only their rejection of atomistic individualism or the success of 

the German economy but also because members of the German historical school were keen 
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advocates of social reform.  If by the early 1880s, there were already internal British reasons 675

which led to the questioning of the supremacy of laissez-faire economics, the German 

historical school offered a coherent body of thought to support that challenge. List, and his 

successors, offered a new kind of economics whose emphasis was not cosmopolitan but 

national. At the same time, historical economics offered an example of economic policies that 

advocated a strong state, an organic view of society and were reformist in character.  676

The opposition to economic orthodoxy was motivated by the contradictions of Victorian 

society. The structure of that opposition, and its theoretical framework, drew heavily from the 

German historical school of economics. These two trends overlapped with a third one - 

changing attitudes towards the Empire. Imperial anxieties, the third cause of the opposition to 

orthodox economics, were pervasive from the mid-1880s. The imperial future, portrayed in 

dark colours, shaped the crucial debates about disciplinary creation. This trend was 

chronologically last, but it crucially marked the key developments in the previous two 

decades of the nineteenth century, in which political economy devolved into economics and 

economic history. In the context of the whole thesis, it is worth mentioning that the 1880s 

were also the decade when Mackinder and the first imperial historians started to position their 

work towards reforming the Empire.  

List was critical towards the alleged cosmopolitan goals of Adam Smith and his free trade 

arguments. List famously described British policy: “It is a very common clever device that 

when anyone has attained the summit of greatness, he kicks away the ladder by which he has 

climbed up, in order to deprive others of the means of climbing up after him. In this lies the 

 B. Fine, D. Milonakis, From Political Economy to Economics. Method, the Social and the Historical in the 675

Evolution of Economic Theory, London 2009, p. 73 - 76; E. Grimmer-Solem, The Rise of Historical Economics 
and Social Reform in Germany, 1864-1894, Oxford 2003, pp. 89 - 124.

 B. Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform, p. 182.676
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secret of the cosmopolitan doctrine of Adam Smith and of the cosmopolitical tendencies of his 

great contemporary William Pitt, and of all his successors in the British Government 

administrations”.  The pioneers of economic history shared List’s view of free trade. At the 677

time when these policies were introduced, they served British interests.  

However, unlike orthodox economists, they did not see them as universal economic dogmas. 

Over time, they accepted that free trade was good only in a certain era and context; that era 

had already passed. The changing attitude towards free trade was a symptom of a larger 

change. Unlike the period from 1860 to 1880, when economic literature contained relatively 

few references to imperial problems, from the 1880s onwards, the Empire started to play an 

ever more important role in the writings of economists.  We should note here the temporal 678

overlap of the debates within political economy and the emergence of imperial themes among 

individuals involved with economic debates. As with Mackinder’s geography and the 

pioneering works of imperial history, the desire for change within economics was justified by 

the view that new imperial realities required a different kind of science.  

The pioneers of economic history were not the only group among British economists that 

cared about British prosperity. However, they presented themselves as the only group that was 

concerned about the future. Similarly to the pioneers of imperial history, they turned towards 

the past for the sake of the future. Among other things, they often accused their interlocutors 

of a lack of interest in the Empire, and it became a common trope to denigrate supporters of 

orthodox economics. From the late 1890s, the supporters of free trade were usually referred to 

 F. List, The National System of Political Economy, London 1916, p. 295. 677

 D. O. Wagner, “British Economists and the Empire II”, Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 41, No. 1, 1932, p. 678
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as “Little Englanders”.  The point made by the pioneers of economic history that the 679

supporters of orthodox economics did not care about the Empire should not be taken at face 

value. Marshall was not only pro-imperial, but he considered that economic growth was of 

strategic importance. He believed Britain needed economic prosperity in order to keep its 

position as a great power.  In a letter to his friend, Marshall lamented the loss of US 680

colonies.   681

Alfred Pigou, Marshall’s protege and successor at Cambridge, was perhaps less enthusiastic 

about the Empire than some of his peers, but was in no way anti-imperial.  However, we 682

should still note that the question of the Empire was a point of difference between the two 

groups. Firstly, unlike their “orthodox” counterparts, the pioneers of economic history 

operated in an either-or framework of imperial future. They argued that the Empire faced a 

simple dilemma - thorough reform or loss of its powers. Therefore, their reasoning was that 

they ought to push economics to a position where its work could serve the Empire in the best 

possible manner. This constituted the second difference between the two groups. The pioneers 

of economic history wanted to create a science that served the Empire.  

Even before the pioneers of economic history launched their reform-or-doom vision of the 

imperial future, cautious forecasts were made by economists. In the early 1880s, economist 

Cliff Leslie warned that if a more balanced economy was not put in place, Britain would face 

 E. H. H. Green, “The Political Economy of Empire 1880 – 1914“, p. 350.679

 D. Reisman, Alfred Marshall's Mission, London 1990, p. 252.680

 “Alfred Marshall to Frederick Pollock, 7.6.1898”, The Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, Economist: Vol. 681

II, p. 230. 
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difficulties confronting the economic dynamism of the US and Germany.  As E. H. H. Green 683

notes, from the 1880s onwards, the British economy faced a problem in that it enjoyed a “free 

lunch” during the 1850s and 1860s, which was taken away later in the century.  Green 684

argues that the emergence of competition, the revival of protectionism around the world and 

cyclical downturns hit the British economy especially hard.  Along similar lines, John 685

Darwin argues that, due to its size, the British imperial system was highly exposed to 

volatility in the global economy.   686

In absolute terms, the British economy did not show worrying signs. Britain dominated world 

trade. If the world had a financial capital, it could have been only London. However, the 

trends were nonetheless worrying.  Even though late-Victorian economists did not have 687

exact data, the new generation of economists felt that the trend was shifting. The perceived 

relative decline of the Empire, therefore, affected how economics was envisaged, and this 

change framed the categories in which economists were thinking. For instance, British 

economic statistics were not telling the whole story, if they were not compared with those of 

the competitors. Like Mackinder, Hewins called for the comparison with other powers: “I 

always insisted much more upon the comparative statistics of the position of England relative 

to other countries rather than the position of England relative to itself years ago”.   688

 G. M. Koot, “Historical Economics and the Revival of Mercantilism Thought in Britain 1870 - 1920”, p. 193. 683

 E. H. H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism, p. 29.684

 Ibid. 685

 J. Darwin, The Empire Project, p. 5.686

 See: A. Friedberg, op. cit, pp. 24 - 26; P. Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change 687
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The rise of international competition demanded a reaction. This assumption was omnipresent 

in the writings of the first economic historians. The emergence of new competitors not only 

meant that Britain stopped being the only highly industrialised global power, but it also meant 

that the existence of the Empire was endangered. Hewins claimed that without change, the 

outcome would be “the disintegration of the Empire into a number of separate English-

speaking States”.  As well as other disciplinary pioneers, the first economic historians saw 689

the collapse of the Empire as a real possibility. According to William Ashley, the rise of other 

powers made a closer union between Britain and the colonies “extremely justifiable”.   690

In 1929, reminiscing about the 1890s, Hewins wrote: “the Empire was scarcely at all in the 

minds of the statesmen of the Mother country”.  This, surely, cannot be taken as an 691

objective assessment. Yet, this kind of rhetoric does explain what prompted the action. It 

seems that imperial anxieties stood behind the attempted innovations in economics. Hewins 

was convinced that the consolidation and preservation of the Empire required considerable 

changes in the commercial policy of Britain.  This feeling was only intensified by the social-692

Darwinist character of the pioneer’s arguments. Similarly to Mackinder, Hewins saw societies 

as organisms and believed that competition and conflict represented the natural state.  693

 W. A. S. Hewins, The Apologia of an Imperialist , pp. 52-53. 689

 J. C. Wood, British Economists and the Empire, 1860 - 1914, Oxford 1980, p. 191.690

 W. A. S. Hewins, The Apologia of an Imperialist, p. 1. 691

 A. S. Thompson, “Tariff Reform: An Imperial Strategy, 1903 - 1913”, The Historical Journal, Vol. 40, No. 4, 692

1997, p. 1042.

 “Competition, in the Darwinian sense, is characteristic not only of modern industrial states, but of all living 693

organisms; and in the narrower sense of the “higgling of the market” is found on the Stock Exchange, in the 
markets of old towns, in medieval fairs and Oriental bazaars”, Hewins wrote. “Economics”, The Encyclopaedia 
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A common theme in the writings of the pioneers was the comparison of Britain with the 

destiny of eighteenth-century Holland, whose history was taken as a warning. Once a great 

power, Holland became a minor player in the global arena. Ashley warned that Britain could, 

like Holland, become a land “for rentiers”.  In other words, a developed economy with no 694

political power. In an obituary of Cunningham, his student, Lillian Knowles, explained his 

actions by saying: “[w]e had to choose whether we would merge into the bigger unit of the 

Empire in accordance with historical evolution or whether we would remain a small outlying 

island on the edge of Europe. He [Cunningham] considered that we must go over to 

something bigger or we should share the fate of Holland in the eighteenth century”.  695

Mackinder also warned about the danger of sharing the destiny of Holland.  The comparison 696

with the Dutch story also brought to the fore an attack on economies based primarily on 

capital as opposed to industry. The attack on orthodox economics brought a notion of “key 

industries”. Hewins claimed that if the cotton industry collapsed, it could be replaced with 

something different. However, the iron and steel industries were irreplaceable.  

“If war is the ultimate test of national efficiency, success in war depends upon these trades”, 

he argued.  Similarly, Mackinder argued that British industry culminated in steel 697

production.  Obviously, Mackinder and Hewins shared numerous convictions. They were 698

 G. M. Koot, “Historical Economics and the Revival of Mercantilism Thought in Britain 1870 - 1920”, p. 207.694

 H. S. Foxwell, op. cit, p. 392. Article was published under Foxwell’s name, however, this part was written by 695

Knowles. 

 “Two courses are open to this country. You may return to your old policy. You may imagine still that your 696

City is in command of the world. You may continue to lend and continue to order on the basis of what remains to 
you. If you do you will become an Amsterdam[…] That is your one possibility. You may become a rich, 
small bourgeois nation, or, on the other hand, you may determine to face the conditions of the future and you 
may determine that this nation will make its fortune afresh, that the strength of this nation shall lie, not in these 
fat bourgeoisie, living on the fortunes of the past, but in a great, vigorous, magnificent nation of workmen”. 
Hansard, vol. CXIV, March 25th, 1919, p. 332 – 333.
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members of two dining clubs, the Coefficients and the Compatriots. They served as the first 

and the second directors of the LSE, and both left the LSE to join party politics and pursue 

imperial reform, Hewins in 1903 and Mackinder in 1908.  

In 1903, Joseph Chamberlain started his tariff-reform crusade. He hoped Britain would 

abandon its free-trade policies and introduce free trade for inter-imperial exchanges. From 

that moment onwards, the question of imperial economic policies saturated British politics. 

Given that the attacks on orthodox economics, which took free trade as an article of faith, 

started two decades before the tariff controversy erupted, we can say that the question of 

tariffs was not the cause of the split. Furthermore, the economists who challenged orthodox 

economics had only sometimes done that from anti-free trade positions. Hewins was clearly in 

favour of free trade early in the 1890s.  He remained a free trader until around 1900.  In 699 700

the same manner, Cunningham praised free trade in the early 1890s.  Even though he soon 701

afterwards changed his opinion, J. S. Nicholson even signed the manifesto supporting free 

trade in 1903.  William Ashley was a unique example of an economic historian that was 702

against free trade in the 1890s.  It is important to note that the opposition to orthodox 703

economics emerged independently of the turn towards protectionism.  

Almost all pioneers of economic history ended up as supporters of tariff reform. This requires 

further analysis. Especially because it is not possible to explain this solely by pointing to 

German influences. Yes, the German historical school strongly supported protectionist tariffs, 

 W. A. S. Hewins, English Trade and Finance Chiefly in the Seventeenth Century, London 1892, pp. 11, 30-31699

 G. Koot, “An alternative to Marshall”, p. 12. 700

 J. C. Wood, British Economists and the Empire, p. 198.701
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 J. C. Wood, British Economists and the Empire, p. 185. 703
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but their British followers embraced protection two decades after adopting almost everything 

else offered by the historical school. The late acceptance of tariff reform is also interesting 
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from another point of view. Economists that challenged economic orthodoxy were clearly in 

favour of Greater Britain. However, in the 1880s and 1890s, the members of the Imperial 

Federation League were split on the question of trade.  Furthermore, as Duncan Bell notes, 704

the majority of the supporters of Greater Britain remained in favour of free trade.   705

What seems to be at play here, was the desire to create an economics that would serve the 

needs of the Empire. On the one hand, this was motivated by concerns for the imperial future. 

On the other hand, the tariff controversy meant that scientific argument was required in a 

political debate. After the tariff controversy erupted, Andrew Bonar Law, a leading 

conservative politician who favoured tariff reform, wrote to William Ashley: “[t]here is 

nothing, I think, which so tells more against us than the idea that scientific authority is against 

us [tariff reformers]”.  Chamberlain wrote to Hewins: “I do not pretend to be an economic 706

expert. I once read Mill and tried to read Marshall. You must supply the economic 

arguments”.   707

The incentive for involvement in tariff controversy was, perhaps, more exogenous than 

endogenous. All the advocates of the historical method had sympathy for Chamberlain.  He 708

represented almost everything the first economic historians stood for in British politics. He 

 B. Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform, p. 169.704
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was a natural ally.  Yet, it seems that around 1903, it was not so much that economics was 709

shaping the politics of the first economic historians, but politics shaped economics. The late 

turn to anti-free trade positions suggests that the protectionism of many economic historians 

was not so much a consequence of their economic thinking as it was a result of their politics. 

Nonetheless, the tariff controversy solidified the ranks of the first economic historians. 

Emma Rothschild notes that political economists were connected with the administration of 

the Empire since James Mill and John Stuart Mill’s work for the East India Company.  710

However, at the end of the century, the relationship between economists and the Empire 

witnessed a huge qualitative leap, as seen by tracing individuals and their writings. In turn, 

this allows us to see how politics shaped economic thinking. According to Ashley, tariff 

reform was not the solution purely because it had sound economic reasoning. Tariff reform 

made sense because it could make the imperial structure stronger.  This was largely the 711

German influence. Ashley, and other pioneers, followed Gustav Schmoller, who understood 

economic policies as an agent of unification.  In this way, the debates on the pages of The 712

Economic Journal prove the degree to which the question of imperial reform penetrated 

economics. The potential commercial union within the Empire was assessed in its political 

 Chamberlain famously questioned whether the Empire was the “weary titan” which staggers under the “too 709

vast orb of his fate”. T. L. Crosby, op. cit, p. 122. He was in favour of social reform, and he even organised for 
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of the Anglo German Antagonism, pp. 391, 393. Chamberlain’s attitude towards the Empire was crystal-clear. 
“The moral grandeur of a nation depends upon its being sometimes able to forget itself, sometimes able to think 
of the future of the race for which it stands. England without an empire! Can you conceive it? England in that 
case would not be the England we love”. Mr. Chamberlain’s Speeches, ed: C. W. Boyd, Vol. II, Boston & New 
York 1914, p. 367.
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 D. S. Lindenfeld, The Practical Imagination – The German Sciences of State in the Nineteenth Century, 712

Chicago 1997, p. 12; B. Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform, p. 140.
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consequences, not just in terms of material benefits and disadvantages.  Closer economic 713

imperial integration was seen as a way to prevent imperial dissolution.   714

In his 1891 address to the British Association for the Advancement of Science, Cunningham 

talked on the theme of “Nationalism and cosmopolitanism in economics”.  There were two 715

types of economics, he maintained. One that served cosmopolitan interests and one that 

served national interests. For Cunningham, the 1890s saw the “parting of the ways”.  716

Researchers noted that Cunningham was a nationalist and imperialist. However, he did not 

stop simply at being loyal to these ideals. He aimed at establishing research that could be put 

at the service of the Empire. His economic history was supposed to uncover the laws that 

governed the rise and fall of great powers. Cunningham sought to explain the fall of empires: 

Roman, French and Spanish.   717

At the time when Britain faced rising competition, and when the notion of Greater Britain 

excited imperial imaginations, Cunningham argued that the fall of Phoenicia was due to the 

failure to establish a federation. Faced with challenges, Phoenician cities acted individually.  718

At the same time, Cunningham tried to explain the success of the British Empire. Unlike other 

empires, especially the Spanish Empire, Britain did not have ready access to silver or gold, 

 J. G. Colmer, “An Imperial Customs Union”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 6, No. 24, 1896, pp. 559, 566.713

 K. B. Murray, “Mr. Chamberlain and Colonial Commerce”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 7, No. 25, 1897, p. 714

25. 

 F. Trentmann, op. cit, p. 215.715

 H. S. Foxwell, op. cit, p. 392. 716

 Roman Empire would be saved had it opted for some kind of imperial federation, Cunningham claimed. J. C. 717

Wood, British Economists and the Empire, p. 197. See: W. Cunningham, An Essay on Western Civilization in Its 
Economic Aspects: Ancient times; W. Cunningham, An Essay on Western Civilization in Its Economic Aspects: 
Medieval and Modern Times, London 1900.

 W. Cunningham, An Essay on Western Civilization in Its Economic Aspects: Ancient times, London 1898, 59. 718

This is similar to Reginald Coupland, the pioneer of imperial history, who believed that “impermanence of the 
Greek city states was largely the result of their failure to combine”. A. May, “Coupland, Sir Reginald (1884–
1952), historian”.
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which turned Britain towards commerce. In the time of mercantilism, statesmen realised that 

regulated trade could secure a constant inflow of silver. Cunningham argued that 

contemporary goals were dissimilar to the goals of the 18th century. The methods of state 

intervention were proven in their efficacy. At the time when calls for protectionism in Britain 

pointed to protectionist policies of other powers, Cunningham argued that the key to early 

British success was that they were ready to learn from others: “The English overtook and 

surpassed their competitors, not because they had any special genius for the work, still less 

not because they were the mere favourites of fortune, but because they were true to 

themselves, and eager to learn from their neighbours. They were ready to be guided by the 

experience of others”.   719

Cunningham was not the only one who had the Empire at the heart of his interests. Hewins 

was also working towards making economics that could inspire imperial policies. In the late 

1890s, he described his imperialism as “constructive imperialism”, by which he meant the 

“deliberate adoption of the Empire as distinguished from the United Kingdom as the basis of 

public policy”.  What kind of policies Hewins had in mind? “Public policy therefore 720

requires the closest possible study of the economic forces which are moulding the destinies of 

the great nations of the world”, he argued. The British Empire could not afford to ignore 

economic science. “The struggle of the future must inevitably be between a number of great 

nations”, Hewins predicted. These nations were “trying to strengthen its industrial and 

commercial position by the adoption of the most highly developed machinery, and all the 

methods suggested by scientific research, policy or experience”.  Just like Mackinder, 721

 W. Cunningham, An Essay on Western Civilization in Its Economic Aspects: Medieval and Modern Times, pp. 719

421 - 424.

 W. A. S. Hewins, The Apologia of an Imperialist, p. 56.720

 [W. S. A. H], “economics”, Britannica, p. 902.721
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Hewins believed that the conflict of powers would mark the future of the world, and it was 

vital to use sciences to improve policymaking.  

The attempt to make the Empire the focal point of scientific endeavours was something that 

all the imperial-reformers-turned-scholars under scrutiny in this thesis desired. Mackinder’s 

geography was supposed to satisfy the needs of scientists, teachers and statesmen.  As 722

already mentioned, Newton’s imperial history sought to deal with “the tangled thickets of our 

present troubles out into the unknown future”.  In the same manner, economics sought to be 723

at the service of the Empire. According to Hewins, economics “is not only a subject which 

may usefully occupy the attention of a leisured class of scientific men”.   724

The opposition to orthodox economics was inspired both by the ideas of the German historical 

school and by the desire for social reform. However, the self-declared anti-orthodox school of 

thought assumed its final shape when its positions were intertwined with imperial politics. If 

the difference between the two groups was evident even before the question of imperial-

commercial policies came to the fore, these differences were aggravated by opposing views 

on the imperial future in the 1890s. If there was enough interest in the Empire and its future, 

in other words, for imperial reform, “the movement would, as far as I am concerned, have 

proceeded on purely educational lines”, Hewins noted.  The desire to reform the imperial 725

system essentially determined the activist character of this new and different kind of 

economics.  

 H. J. Mackinder, “On the Scope and Methods of Geography”, p. 159.722

 A. P. Newton, “The Progress of Imperial Studies”, p. 90. 723

 [W. S. A. H], “economics”, Britannica, p. 902.724

 W. A. S. Hewins, The Apologia of an Imperialist, p. 4. 725
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For Marshall, as for Adam Smith, direct state involvement was undesired.  For the pioneers 726

of economic history, on the other hand, this represented a missed opportunity. The state, 

guided by proper economic reasoning, was able to prevent societal cracks and invigorate the 

overall imperial architecture. This was necessary for Britain since their rival imperial powers 

relied on exactly this kind of economic thinking. Hewins claimed that policy-making made 

the study of economics necessary and wrote that “in most civilised countries except England, 

this is recognised, and adequate provision is made for the study of economic science”.  In 727

his writings, Cunningham did not only want to know why empires fell, but also why the 

British Empire did not fail, in other words, why it endured. He explained that it achieved a 

balance between freedom and authority.  Cunningham wrote: “there should be an effective 728

authority which can ensure that the truest interest of the community as a whole should not be 

sacrificed to the immediate gain of any one class”.  Preserving imperial power meant that 729

“there must be a political power that is thorough enough to hold its own and enforce its 

dictates”.  As I have argued before, the quest to make economics subservient to the needs of 730

imperial policy-making played an essential role in the separation between economics and 

economic history.  

 J. Mayall, “Nationalism and Imperialism”, in: Cambridge History of Twentieth Century Political Thought, ed: 726

T. Bell, R. Bellamy, Cambridge 2003, p. 109.

 [W. S. A. H], “economics”, Britannica, p. 902.727

 G. Koot, English Historical Economics 1870 - 1926, p. 151. 728

 W. Cunningham, An Essay on Western Civilisation in its Economic Aspects: Mediaeval and Modern Times, p. 729

262.

 Ibid, p. 261.730
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7.3. Establishing the Discipline(s)  

It is debatable whether a separate field of scientific inquiry is created at the moment when the 

first lectureships and chairs covering that field are created. Whatever the answer to that 

dilemma, we are still faced with the fact that Britain’s first institutionalised study of economic 

history occurred in 1904. As already noted, in this year, Lilian Knowles became the first 

“appointed teacher” in economic history at the LSE.  In 1908, George Unwin was hired by 731

the University of Edinburgh as a Lecturer in Economic History. In 1909, Langford 

Lovell Price became a Reader in Economic History at the University of Oxford.  In 1910, 732

Unwin became the first professor of economic history in Britain at the University of 

Manchester.  The question that imposes itself is, why was economic history established at 733

precisely that time? Negley Boyd Harte asks why economic history was so late. He explains 

that economics, as understood by the classical economists, was an “a-historical subject”. 

Harte notes that even though economic history had existed before in various guises, “as a 

discipline,” it was “an achievement of late Victorian and Edwardian society”.   734

Harte suggests that the rise of economic history took place in 1882, with the publication of 

Cunningham’s Growth of English Industry and Commerce in Modern Times.  John Maloney 735

also points to Cunningham. He argues that Cunningham’s mission was to “establish economic 

history as an independent discipline”.  It must be noted that Cunningham himself argued in 736

1901 that “economic history must be dealt with as a separate branch of study, if it is to be 

 She was promoted to Reader in 1907. “Obituary”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 36, No. 142, 1926, p. 317.731

 N. B. Harte, “Preface”, pp. xv-xvi.732

 G. W. Daniels, George Unwin - a Memorial Lecture, Manchester 1926, p. 8.733

 N. B. Harte, “Preface”, p. xii. 734

 Ibid.735

 J. Maloney, The Professionalisation of Economic, p. 79. 736
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properly treated at all”.  However, this was the Cunningham of 1901. In other words, after 737

two decades of debates. Maloney’s interpretation looks problematic insofar as it takes the 

outcome, creation of a separate field of economic history, as the starting goal. The original 

goal of Cunningham, Ashley, Hewins, and others was not to create a new field of economic 

history. We can see the emergence of economic history in a new light if we consider the 

disciplinary framework the pioneers of economic history saw themselves acting within. 

When the Historical Tripos was established at Cambridge in 1873, in total, nine subjects were 

represented in examination papers. One of them was “on Political Economy and Economic 

History”.  In the following years, no one lectured about economic history. This changed in 738

1878 when William Cunningham was appointed as an examiner in the Historical Tripos.  739

Cunningham noticed that economic history was neglected and that there were no textbooks. 

He decided to change that. In 1882, the first edition of his The Growth of English Industry and 

Commerce in Modern Times was published. In the opening pages Cunningham declared his 

goals: “my primary aim has been to understand the economic policy of Englishmen in past 

days; the logic of events has already subjected it to crushing criticism”.  From the first steps, 740

economic history was challenging contemporary dogmas. The opinionated Scotsman 

immediately went to the point, “We are doomed to failure”, he argued, “if we are content to 

take the attitude of doctrinaire economists, and explain the course of our history on the 

assumption that it has been dominated by the economic motives of the self-interested 

 W. Cunningham, “The Teaching of Economic History”, in: Essays on the teaching of history, F. M. Maitland, 737

1901, p. 42

 Cambridge University Reporter, Feb 18th, 1873, pp. 97-98.738

 N. B. Harte, “Preface” xxi; G. M. Koot, “Cunningham, William (1849–1919), economic historian and Church 739

of England clergyman”.

 W. Cunningham, The Growth of English Industry and Commerce in Modern Times, Cambridge 1892, p. v.740
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individuals”.  Cunningham's book started a trend that would define the work of the first 741

economic historians. Economic history was not studied for the sake of improving knowledge 

about economic thinking in the past. On the contrary, it was studied to challenge 

contemporary economic teachings.  

What remains unclear is why Cunningham rejected even the possibility of universal laws 

governing economic development. One possibility was that he rejected universalism as such, 

and the other was that he opposed the conclusions stemming from universal laws. Whatever 

the case, anti-universalism was critical to this thinking.  In this sense, Cunningham’s 742

writings can, at the same time, be seen as relativist economics. This equally applies to the 

work of other pioneers. William Ashley argued that economic history contributed to general 

knowledge with two principal insights. On the one hand, economic history demonstrated that 

“economic conclusions are relative”, and, on the other, that economic conclusions “possess 

only hypothetical validity”.  743

During his early years at Cambridge, Cunningham faced few institutional pressures or 

obligations. The Professor of Political Economy, Henry Fawcett, gave Cunningham a free 

hand, so he organised his time and lectures according to his interests. In 1884, Cunningham 

was promoted to the rank of university lecturer.  However, his position soon turned for the 744

worse when in 1885, Fawcett died. Cunningham unsuccessfully applied for Fawcett’s 

 Ibid, pp. v - vi. 741

 G. Kitson-Clark, “A Hundred Years of the Teaching of History at Cambridge 1873 - 1973”, The Historical 742

Journal, Vol. XVI, No. 3, 1973, p. 545.

 Italics are original. W. J. Ashley, “On the Study of Economic History”, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 743

Vol. 7, No. 2, 1893, p. 4.
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position. Furthermore, the position was given to a candidate, Alfred Marshall, who could not 

have been more different from Cunningham.  

In his inaugural lecture, Marshall set out to “give a short account of the province of the 

economist as I understand it, and of what it seems to me that Cambridge may best do in it”. 

The sentence that followed was pointed towards Cunningham, the defeated alternative 

candidate. Marshall asserted: “It is commonly said that those who set the tone of economic 

thought in England in the earlier part of the century were theorists who neglected the study of 

facts, and that this was specially an English fault. Such a charge seems to be baseless”.  745

Unlike Fawcett, Marshall wanted lecturers to follow his lead. Soon afterwards, Cunningham 

was forced to start lecturing about economic theory. Out of three terms, two were dedicated to 

theoretical questions.  As soon as another position opened, in 1888, Cunningham resigned 746

from his university lectureship and moved to Cambridge’s Trinity College, where he hoped to 

work with more autonomy.  When the British Academy was created in 1902, both Marshall 747

and Cunningham became its founding members. As Koot notes, it would be hard to imagine 

two more different academics.  Cunningham’s trajectory shows that he was acting not just to 748

shape economics according to his liking, but in response to the way Marshall sought to guide 

British economics. Cunningham actively opposed the ways in which Marshall sought to 

professionalise the discipline.   749

 A. Marshall, “The Present Position of Economics”, in: Memorials of Alfred Marshall, ed: A. C. Pigou, 745

London 1925, p. 153. 

 G. M. Koot, “Historical Economics and the Revival of Mercantilism Thought in Britain 1870 - 1920”, pp. 200 746

- 201; G. Koot, English Historical Economics 1870 - 1926, p. 142. 

 A. Cunningham, op. cit, p. 65.747
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Despite setbacks, Cunningham continued to work with diligence. During the 1880s and 

1890s, he revised The Growth of English Industry and Commerce in Modern Times, which 

had grown into three big volumes.  In 1891, Cunningham applied for the Tooke 750

Professorship of Economic Science and Statistics at King’s College in London. Despite their 

disagreements, he asked Marshall to write a “testimonial” supporting his candidature. 

Marshall did not only accept, moreover, he wrote a eulogy, claiming that “Cunningham has 

earned a high reputation in the whole Western World”.  Reisman noted that Marshall could 751

have used this opportunity to downplay Cunningham and his work.  However, he did not. 752

Cunningham’s application was successful, and he became the Tooke Professor.  Even 753

though Marshall did not want to sabotage Cunningham, he was putting his men in all the right 

places.  

The Tooke Professorship, which was only a part-time position, became open only after the 

previous incumbent moved to a more prestigious position.  Francis Ysidro Edgeworth, 754

Marshall’s protégé, resigned his Tooke Professorship to become the new Drummond 

Professor of Political Economy at Oxford. Edgeworth’s main competitor for the Drummond 

Professorship was William Ashley, Cunningham's friend and like-minded economist. Before 

the selection process for the Drummond Professorship was over, Ashley wrote to a friend 

saying that “they will elect Edgeworth and Oxford will be doomed for its sins to unlimited 

 Ibid, p. 200.750

 The testimonial is published in its entirety: “Marshall to King’s College Council, London”, 13.4.1891. 751

Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, Vol. 2, p. 33. 
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psycho-mathematical economics”.  Edgeworth was indeed elected, and contemporaries saw 755

that as a consequence of Marshall’s support.   756

It is not difficult to understand why Marshall supported Edgeworth instead of someone like 

Ashley. Ashley studied history at Oxford and was highly influenced by both Arnold Toynbee 

and William Stubbs. He was the first among the pioneers of economic history to openly attack 

free trade. Whereas even Cunningham remained a free trader roughly until the turn of the 

century, Ashley claimed in 1888 that free trade was dead.  Ashley was not the only pioneer 757

of economic history that applied for the Drummond Professorship. Two years before him, in 

1888, Cunningham applied. He was equally unsuccessful. Whereas the opponents of 

orthodoxy either got rejected or won minor positions, Marshall’s clique was slowly acquiring 

control over prestigious academic positions. 

Edgeworth was only three years younger than Marshall. However, it was clear where the 

power lay. Marshall did not support Edgeworth only in his Oxford application. When in 1891, 

The Economic Journal was created, Edgeworth became its first editor. Furthermore, he served 

as the secretary of the newly established British Economic Association. Both appointments 

occurred under Marshall’s auspices.  Having owed his position to Marshall, Edgeworth 758

sought his advice so often that Marshall protested against such practice.  759

 L. Barbe, Francis Ysidro Edgeworth: A Portrait with Family and Friends, Cheltenham 2010, p. 157.755

 Marshall congratulated to Edgeworth with a letter which started “Hurrah! Hurrah!! & Hurrah!!!” “Marshall to 756

Edgeworth, 22.2.1891”, Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, Vol. II, p. 7.

 J. C. Wood, British Economists and the Empire, p. 185.757

 A. Kadish, “Oxford Economics in the Later Nineteenth Century”, in: The Market for Political Economy: The 758
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In the same year when the Economic Journal was founded, a rival group at Oxford 

established the Economic Review, with Cunningham participating.  It would be wrong to 760

assume that the new journal was created because the Economic Journal was not open for 

economic history. The Economic Journal did publish articles and reviews covering economic 

history.  It seems that the motivation for creating a new journal was not fuelled by the fear 761

that there would be no economic history in the Economic Journal. Instead, the new journal 

was to become a home for an alternative vision of economics. When Cunningham applied for 

the Drummond Chair in 1888 and the Tooke Professorship three years later, he stressed that 

the main goal was to oppose orthodox economics. He did not talk about creating a separate 

space for economic history.  In the beginning, that was not the goal. However, it soon turned 762

out that economic history promised to be fertile ground for anti-orthodox economics.  

Cunningham hoped that he would have the opportunity to oppose Marshall and his vision of 

economics in his Oxford inaugural lecture. However, given that position was given to 

Edgeworth, Cunningham had to postpone his plans. His prepared but never delivered Oxford 

inaugural ended up being presented to the “F section” of the British Association in 1892 under 

the title “Nationalism and cosmopolitanism in economics”.  Even though Marshall helped 763

Cunningham's Tooke application, Cunningham started to attack Marshall with full force. In 

his Tooke inaugural, Cunningham presented his vision of economics. “I wish to insist on the 

relativity of Economic Doctrine, and on the narrow limits of place and time within which 

generalisations about actual economic affairs hold good”, he argued. He stressed that 

 G. Koot, English Historical Economics 1870 - 1926, p. 144. 760

 A. Kadish, R. D. Freeman, “Foundation and Early Years”, p. 40.761

 Ibid.762

 This section was dedicated to economics and statistics. J. Maloney, The Professionalisation of Economics, p. 763

101.
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“Political Economy cannot lay down laws which hold good of all times and all places”.  764

Cunningham’s harshest attack on Marshall was published under the title “The Perversion of 

Economic History”, in which Cunningham stressed: “The real difficulty about Professor 

Marshall's sketch is not that particular facts are mis-stated, but that the whole description is so 

much in the air that it scarcely touches the facts at all”.   765

In these debates, Cunningham did not see himself as an economic historian in the sense that 

he was operating in a different field from Marshall. Cunningham used history to disprove 

Marshall’s theories. Moreover, Marshall was the one who saw the differences between the two 

groups. When he wrote the “testimonial” for Cunningham’s Tooke application, Marshall 

claimed that he was not an expert for the kind of work that Cunningham was doing.  A few 766

years later, Marshall commented on the work of William Hewins by saying: “I don't deny that 

a man like Hewins who is dominantly historical, but also can reason straight, might find good 

work in connection with the new Historical Tripos”. However, according to Marshall, he and 

Hewins were not operating within the same field of knowledge. For Marshall, Hewins’ work 

“is not Economics proper”.  Cunningham and Hewins attacked marshall through their 767

historical work, but Marshall responded by arguing that the two different approaches did not 

represent the same body of knowledge. The creators of economic history were first seen as 

practitioners in a separate field by their opponents, and only later did they come to see their 

work as being separate.  

 W. Cunningham, “The Relativity of Economic Doctrine”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 2, No. 5, 1892, pp. 1, 764

14.

 W. Cunningham, “The Perversion of Economic History”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 2, No. 7, 1892, p. 495.765

 “I approach the task with some diffidence, because my own work has lain chiefly in the study and analysis of 766

the economic conditions of our own time, and I cannot speak with much authority of that work relating to earlier 
times by wh Dr .. Cunningham has earned a high reputation in the whole Western World”. “Marshall to King’s 
College Council, London”, 13.4.1891. Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, Vol. II, p. 33. 

 Italic is original. “Marshall to John Neville Keynes, 16.8.1897”, Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, Vol. II, 767
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Cunningham’s call after 1901 to treat economic history as a separate discipline , can be, I 768

would argue, seen as a recognition of the fact that, by that point, Cunningham and like-

minded economists had lost their battle. They indeed occupied notable positions within 

British universities. From 1901, Ashley was the head of the University of Birmingham’s 

Faculty of Commerce. From 1895, Hewins served as the first director of the newly founded 

LSE, and from 1897 he succeeded Cunningham and was the new Tooke Professor. Starting 

from 1891, Cunningham was a Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge. Joseph Shields 

Nicholson was a Professor of Political Economy at the University of Edinburgh. However, 

Marshall and his followers held positions in Oxford and Cambridge. It seems that the creation 

of economic history as a separate, or at least a more circumscribed area of knowledge, was 

developing parallel with the rise of Marshallian predominance.  

 W. Cunningham, “The Teaching of Economic History”, p. 42.768
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Ashley’s attitude towards the separation of the two disciplines points to a similar 

developmental path. Ashley became the first Professor of Economic History in the world, as 

the first incumbent of the Economic History Chair created at Harvard University in 1892. 

However, he did not conceive economic history to be a separate discipline. In his inaugural 

lecture, he claimed, “as things are now, economic history belongs equally to the departments 

of history and economics”.  In 1893, even though Ashley was the Professor of Economic 769

History, for him, economic history was there to serve as a corrective to economics. He wrote: 

“The history of economic theory is too often regarded as a museum of intellectual odds and 

ends, where every opinion is labelled as either a surprising anticipation of the correct modern 

theory, or as an instance of the extraordinary folly of the dark ages”.  770

 In 1909, after the failed Tariff Reform campaign, in which he partook, and after Marshall and 

his students achieved supremacy, Ashley moved towards a more independent view of the 

discipline. He wrote, “Economic history is destined to take a larger place in the future in the 

circle of our studies”.  Two decades later, in a foundational article of the new journal, the 771

Economic History Review, Ashley made a comment which describes changes that had 

happened in the meantime: “Economic History has won an acknowledged place for itself as a 

field of study, side by side with the Political, the Constitutional, the Ecclesiastical, the 

Military”.  By the 1920s, economic history lost its original ambition to be the proving 772

grounds for economics, and was more closely aligned with history.  

 W. J. Ashley, “On the Study of Economic History”, p. 14.769

 W. J. Ashley, An Introduction to English Economic History and Theory, London 1893, p. 381.770

 W. J. Ashley, “The Enlargement of Economics”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 18, No. 70, 1908, pp. 188 - 189.771
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In 1888, Herbert Foxwell, a member of Marshall’s circle, proudly wrote that “half the 

economic chairs in the United Kingdom are occupied by [Marshall’s] pupils”.  This struggle 773

for positions was seen, by both sides, as a real battle. Even though Marshallians were gaining 

ground, the battle was long. In the 1890s, even at Cambridge, the teaching of political 

economy was still divided between the Historical Tripos and the Moral Sciences Tripos.  774

Marshall’s lectures nominally still belonged to two different departments. However, in the 

following decade, Marshall achieved his goal. In 1903, the new Economic Tripos was 

established. It was a three-year programme consisting of two years of studying theory and one 

year devoted to applied economics, political science and economic history. This was the 

victory of the Marshal vision of what economics, as a professional discipline, should look 

like.   775

Cunningham had many ideas about how to stop Marshall’s final victory. As an alternative to 

the separate Economic Tripos, Cunningham suggested creating a post-graduate programme of 

specialised economic studies.  Another idea that Cunningham proposed, was to divide the 776

new tripos into “economic history” and “economic lexicography”.  Lastly, Cunningham 777

hoped that he would manage to counteract Marshall at Cambridge with the creation of the 

Economic History Professorship.  A decade earlier, Cunningham argued that “the history of 778

the eighteenth century in England could be conveniently studied as a series of illustrations of 

 D. Winch, “A Century of Economics”, in: A Century of Economics: 100 Years of the Royal Economic Society 773

and the Economic Journal, ed: J. D. Hey and D. Winch, Oxford, 1990, p. 5.

 J. Ward, The Moral Sciences Tripos, Cambridge 1891, p. 6 - 7. 774
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modern economic theory”.  By this point, for Cunningham, economic history was not a 779

testing ground for an economic theory, but a chance to create a refuge for anti-

Marshallians.  However, although the Professorship of Economic History at Cambridge was 780

indeed created in the 1920s, Cunningham would not live to see this. Not a single one of 

Cunningham’s schemes was realised at the time. Marshall’s victory was complete.  

Hewins, similarly to Ashley, was another Oxonian inspired by Toynbee’s lectures. He studied 

first mathematics and then history under Charles Firth. Like Ashley, Hewins could not find a 

position at Oxford. Already in 1892, Hewins had published English Trade and Finance, 

chiefly in the Seventeenth Century and started lecturing at Pembroke College about economic 

history.  However, the Board of Studies in History did not give financial support, and there 781

was also almost no audience for Hewins’ lectures. “I gave my last course of lectures to one 

lady and her chaperon”, Hewins later recalled.  However, Hewins’ luck changed in 1895. 782

Sidney Webb invited him to become the first director of the newly established LSE. Koot 

notes that Hewins, unable to find a suitable academic post elsewhere and who had been 

combining many jobs to earn a living, accepted Webb’s offer immediately.   783

Even though the Fabians, who stood behind the LSE, were a socialist movement, they were 

not immune from imperialism. During the Boer war, most Fabians supported the British war 

effort and thought that “small nations, like the Boer Republic, were anachronistic in the new 

 W. Cunningham, “The Perversion of Economic History” p. 492.779

 Alon Kadish argues that the creation of the LSE actually saved careers of many “dissenters”. R. Dahrendorf, 780

op. cit, p. 36. 

 [F. Hayek], “The London School of Economics 1895-1945”, Economica, New Series, Vol. 13, No. 49, 1946, 781

4; W. A. S. Hewins, The Apologia of an Imperialist, p. 19.

 Ibid, p. 23. 782

 G. Koot, “An alternative to Marshall: Economic history and applied economics at the early LSE”, p. 6.783
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world of the twentieth century”.  However, despite these evident pro-imperial sentiments, 784

they were not imperial enough, according to Hewins. Sidney Webb, one of the Fabian leaders 

and the man who gave Hewins the position of the LSE director, was a “born little Englander”, 

Hewins argued.  However, Hewins and the Fabians had a shared enemy, embodied in 785

Cobdenism, orthodox economics and liberal individualism.  As the director of the new 786

institution, Hewins was in a perfect position to start from scratch and to organise the new 

programme according to his preferences.  However, Hewins, a pioneering explorer of 787

economic history, did not create any position for economic historians at the LSE until 1903. 

This remains unexplained. 

In 1894, Hewins thought that teaching of economics in Britain was not only “one-sided”, but 

also “too elementary and theoretical”. Therefore, from the earliest days, LSE became a 

“dissenters alternative” to Marshall’s Cambridge.  In Hewins’ words, “the significance of 788

the foundation of the LSE was that institution was deliberately intended to represent 

important aspects of economic science and practical investigation whether they were in 

arrangement or not with the orthodox economics”.  From the first terms at the LSE, the 789

teaching of economics was shaped by Hewins’ ideas. Theory was accompanied with history. 

In their first year, students learned about “Outlines of Economic Theory” and “Outlines of 

 B. Semmel, Imperialism and Social Reform, p. 61. Ralf Dahrendorf, a historian of the LSE, claimed that there 784

have been five “E”s that symbolised intellectual forces that gave birth to the LSE: education, economics, 
efficiency, equality, empire. R. Dahrendorf, op. cit, p. 25.

 A. W. Coats, On the History of Economic Thought - British & American Economic Essays, p. 293.785

 E. H. H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism, 181; [Hayek], “The London School of Economics 1895-1945”, 786

p. 4.

 Historians of British sociology noticed that both sociology and social policy developed at the LSE, more than 787

anywhere else in Britain. New school, and no inherited hierarchies, meant that LSE was a fruitful place for 
innovations. A. H. Halsey, “The History of Sociology in Britain”, in: British Sociology Seen from Without and 
Within, ed: A. H. Halsey, W. G. Runciman, Oxford 2005, p. 16.

 G. Koot, English Historical Economics 1870 - 1926, p. 160. 788

 W. A. S. Hewins, The Apologia of an Imperialist, p. 2.789
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Economic History of England”. In the second year, the obligatory course was: “Detailed study 

of the Economic History of England in relation to that of foreign countries”.  From 790

1895-1896, Hewins lectured on “The History of English Foreign Trade”.  Cunningham, 791

Ashley and, unsurprisingly, Mackinder were soon hired as part-time lecturers. In that sense, 

the LSE attracted individuals with shared views on imperial questions. This did not escape the 

attention of Marshall, who was aware that Hewins was attempting to forge a different kind of 

economics. He wrote to Hewins in 1899: “I have felt rather sore since I read your account of 

‘The position of Economics in England’”.  In June of 1901, Marshall candidly complained 792

to Hewins that he did not like the teaching of economics at the LSE.   793

1903 and 1904 were the years of culmination when the separation between economics and 

economic history reached a point of no return. As already noted, in 1903, Marshall created the 

Economic Tripos at Cambridge. In that same year, the tariff controversy deepened already 

existing divisions among economists. Almost without exception, the two conflicting groups 

took opposing views. Marshall and his followers opposed Chamberlain, and the creators of 

economic history sided with him. In 1903, Hewins resigned from the LSE to continue his life 

in party politics by supporting Chamberlain. One of his last acts at the LSE was hiring Lilian 

Knowles, who became the “Appointed Teacher of Modern Economic History”. This was the 

first position created for the study of economic history in Britain.  During Hewins’ tenure as 794

the head of the LSE, between 1895 and 1903, despite the power he had, he did not develop a 

 London School of Economics and Political Science Archive, “London School of Economics and Political 790

Science Calendar 1895-1896”, p. 5. Unfortunately, only the titles of these courses are known, not their content.

 Ibid, p. 11.791

 “Marshall to William Albert Samuel Hewins, 12.10.1899”, The Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, 792

Economist, Vol. II, p. 258.

 “Marshall to William Albert Samuel Hewins, 6.6.1901”, The Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, Economist, 793

Vol. II, p. 329.

 The London School of Economics and Political Science Archive, “LSE Calendar 1904-1905”, 12; N. B. Harte, 794

“Introduction”, p. xxv.
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separate space for economic history until the very end. He was working within the field of 

economics, and this is where he acted as an innovator. LSE was the first place in the United 

Kingdom where economics was fully recognised as a university subject, and in 1901 “B.Sc. 

(Econ.) degree” was established. “B. Sc. (Econ.)” in economic history was set up only two 

years later as Hewins was leaving the LSE.  This is what other researchers fail to note.  795

Why did Hewins wait eight years to establish a separate lectureship in economic history? 

Indeed, the answer to that question partially lays in the fact that the school was new and that 

there were many pressing obligations. However, it is hardly a coincidence that this happened 

in the same year when Marshall finally created his Tripos at Cambridge and when the tariff 

controversy broke out and Hewins left the LSE. It seems that both Marshall’s victory and the 

tariff controversy accelerated the hard separation between economics and economic history. 

Perhaps, an additional cause was that the economic history lectureship was a way of 

perpetuating Hewins’ intellectual heritage at the LSE. The choice of the first lecturer points to 

the politics behind the struggle inside British economics. There were two obvious candidates 

for the position among the LSE staff. Hugh Owen Meredith, who had been associated with the 

LSE since 1902-1903, and assisted Hewins with his lectures for the course “Modern 

Economic History, with special reference to England since 1485”.  Meredith studied 796

economic history. However, unlike most economic historians, he remained an adherent to free 

trade. Hewins did not offer a position to Meredith. 

 Ibid, pp. xxiv - xxv. 795

 The London School of Economics and Political Science Archive, “LSE Calendar 1902 - 1903”, p. 7; “LSE 796

Calendar 1903 - 1904, pp. 74 - 75. 
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The position was given to Lilian Knowles. She had studied history at Cambridge under 

Cunningham and worked with him as a research assistant.  Whereas Meredith remained a 797

free trader, Knowles was described variously as a “patriot and imperialist”, “imperialist and 

protectionist”, and contemporaries labeled her ideology as “violent Toryism”.  She was    798

“the formidable Conservative with a capital C”.  Academic postings and politics were 799

closely intertwined. In his study of protectionism in France, for example, Meredith regarded 

protection as not a serious solution.   800

On the other hand, in her lectures, Knowles compared the position of the British Empire with 

other powers, and pointed to the tariffs of British competitors and the subsidies they gave in 

order to bolster their industries. Like Hewins and her new superior at the LSE, the new 

director Halford Mackinder, Knowles thought about economic policies with one goal in mind. 

She asked: “could Great Britain reorganise her vast sea and land possessions on new lines and 

evolve a new colonial system?”. “The United Kingdom had to choose between abandoning 

laissez-faire in colonial matters in order to establish some closer tie with her overseas 

possessions and trusting to being able to hold her own in the new rivalry as she had done in 

the past. Should she fail to do this her fate would be that of Holland or Greece, an economic 

football for the Great Powers”, she argued.  Knowles possessed the experience and 801

 M. L. Berg, “Knowles [née Tomn], Lilian Charlotte Anne (1870–1926), economic historian”, Oxford 797

Dictionary of National Biography; L. C. A. Knowles, The Economic Development of the British Overseas 
Empire Vol. II, p. xi.

 M. Berg, A Woman in History - Eileen Power, Cambridge 1996, 70; “Obituary”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 798

36, No. 142, 1926, p. 319; W. H. Beveridge and G. Wallas, “Professor Lilian Knowles (1870-1926)”, 
Economica, No. 17, 1926, p. 142. 

 R. Dahrendorf, op. cit, p. 25.799

 H. O. Meredith, Protection in France, London 1904, pp. 187-189.800
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London 1922, pp. 326, 327.
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knowledge required for the position, but her crucial qualification seemed embodied in her 

politics. She believed in the necessity of imperial reform, just like the other pioneers. 

Hewins was not the only economist whose choice of successor was based on something other 

than a meritocratic basis. Meredith, Knowles’ rival candidate, found a place for himself at a 

university welcoming for a free trader - Manchester.  Like Hewins, Marshall was not ready 802

to abstain from interfering with the selection of his successor. The candidates to succeed 

Marshall were the thirty-year-old Arthur Pigou, and the much more experienced Edwin 

Cannan, William Ashley and Herbert Somerton Foxwell. Foxwell was, for a long time, a 

friend and protege of Marshall. However, almost against all odds, young Pigou was elected.  803

Marshall played a critical part in Pigou’s election.  For a long time, Marshall considered 804

Foxwell his successor, and the change occurred only in the years before Marshall’s retirement 

in 1908. In 1903, Foxwell rejected the offer to sign the pro-free trade manifesto together with 

the other leading supporters of free trade. Instead, Foxwell made a counter letter and argued 

that orthodox economics failed to deal with practical problems.  Many in Cambridge were 805

not happy, including Marshall. Unlike Foxwell, Pigou signed the free trade manifesto. The 

fact that Pigou had not fallen under the influence of Cunningham made Marshall happy.   806

Pigou’s appointment meant that one position at Cambridge was open - Pigou’s old role as 

Girdlers' Lecturer in Economics. Unsurprisingly, the position was also given to another free 

trader. Hugh Owen Meredith left Manchester and moved to Cambridge to occupy Pigou’s old 

 N. B. Harte, “Preface”, p. xxv.802

 L. Barbe, op. cit, p. 205.803

 A. W. Coats, “Political Economy and the Tariff Reform Campaign of 1903”, p. 225-226.804

 P. Groenewegen, Alfred Marshall - Economist 1842 - 1924, London 2007, p. 144; D. Reisman, op. cit, p. 253; 805

D. Phyllis, The Life and Times of J. Neville Keynes: A Beacon in the Tempest, London 2001, p. 251.

 I. Kumekawa, op. cit, p. 32.806
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job.  The appointment of Pigou in 1908 as Professor of Political Economy meant that 807

economics at Cambridge turned towards an even more theoretical approach.  Both sides in 808

the conflict ensured that suitable candidates occupied positions they effectively controlled. 

Even though more research should be done on this, the story of Marshall’s choice of 

successor points to the fact that the battle for the nature of economics was, at the same time, 

the battle for academic postings. Both sides bolstered themselves by promoting their most 

loyal disciples.  

During the 1880s and 1890s, neither Cunningham nor his like-minded fellow economists, saw 

their work as belonging to a field different from Marshall's. During the 1880s or 1890s, there 

were no attempts to establish a separate field of economic history. An example that confirms 

this is the story of William Ashley. He occupied the first Professorship of Economic History at 

Harvard University, which was the first of its kind in the world. In 1900, he decided to return 

to Britain. Closely affiliated with Chamberlain, he went to the newly established University of 

Birmingham. In Birmingham, Ashley created the Faculty of Commerce. It is important to note 

that the first professor of economic history in the world, after his return to Britain, did not 

create an economic history chair nor even a lectureship. Instead, he created the Faculty of 

Commerce. The clash between different conceptions of economics provides the context for 

understanding the pioneering works of economic history. In this section, I have attempted to 

show how the birth of economic history was an unintended by-product of a larger battle 

within economics. As I will try to demonstrate in the next sub-chapter, before Marshall 

completed his victory, and before the separation between economic history and economics 

 D. Phyllis, op. cit, p. 253.807

 M. Daunton, “John Harold Clapham (1873–1946)”, in: The Palgrave Companion to Cambridge Economics, 808

Ed: R. A. Cord, London 2017, p. 438.
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was complete, the study of economic history served as a way to challenge contemporary 

economic dogmas. 

7.4. Reinterpreting the Past  

What were the themes that the creators of economic history studied? What were their primary 

areas of interest? The pioneers of economic history made a particular group of topics the focal 

point of their activities. Their historical research questioned the alleged universal validity of 

laissez-faire economics and its free trade principles. In that way, economic history became a 

quest. Instead of understanding economic thought of the past or the living standards of past 

centuries, economic history became a pursuit aimed at showing that contemporary economic 

dogmas represented an aberration in the tradition of British economic thought. Their 

endeavours, their attempts to uncover a different British economic tradition, were probably 

best summarised by the contemporary US economist Edwin R. A. Seligman, who spoke of 

“neglected British economists”. Seligman believed that the reason that stood behind their 

neglect that the fact that “their views were not in accord with those of the dominant 

school”.   809

Ashley argued that “the economic historian, we are told, is apt to be confused in theory; I am 

afraid we must add that the sympathetic theorist runs the risk of being unhistorical”.  What 810

sets Ashley apart from his like-minded colleagues was that he did not experience a late 

 Seligman argued that: “the edifice erected by Ricardo[….]became so solid and so stable that it could not be 809

shaken by any current or gust of criticism or opposition”. E. R. A. Seligman, “On Some Neglected British 
Economists-II”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 13, No. 52, 1903, p. 534. Seligman’s comments have particular 
weight given that he considered Ricardo to be a “man of genius”. E. R. A. Seligman, Principles of Economics 
With Special Reference to American Conditions, Boston 1921, p. 122.

 W. J. Ashley, “The Rehabilitation of Ricardo”, The Economic Journal, Vol. 1, No. 3, 1891, p. 489.810
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conversion to anti-free trade positions. Free trade was dead, he claimed already in 1888.  811

Just like Hewins and Cunningham, Ashley developed his interest in economics through his 

interest in social reform. However, as Green notes, even though it would be expected for 

Ashley to turn to the Liberal Party, his devotion to the Empire meant that he sided with the 

conservatives.  As for Mackinder and the first imperial historians, Ashley hoped for imperial 812

reform. During one of the Compatriots’ meetings, Ashley argued: “Great Britain has its place 

in the sunshine, it already has its vast nominal empire; with us, the question is whether that 

Empire can be maintained and converted into an economic reality”.  He was part of the 813

Compatriots ever since the club was created in 1904 to advance the ideal of a “United British 

Empire”.   814

During their meetings, Ashley called Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations “a partisan book” based 

on outdated philosophy.  In his short 1897 pamphlet, The Tory Origin of Free Trade Policy, 815

Ashley attempted to show that free trade ideas before Adam Smith were primarily associated 

with the Tory party. The significance of Adam Smith, Ashley argued, was “not only in the 

completeness with which he carried a free trade theory into all the details of a practical policy, 

but also in the fact that he definitely brought over the free trade policy from the Tory to the 

Whig camp”.  Ashley not only attempted to rewrite the history of economic thought by 816

presenting Tories as the real innovators, but he also accused others of writing contemporary 

 J. C. Wood, British Economists and the Empire, p. 185. 811

 E. H. H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism, p. 180.812
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 W. Ashley, The Tory Origin of Free Trade Policy, Boston 1897, p. 38816

Page  of 239 353



politics back into history. For example, Ashley asserted that Marshall’s Principles of 

Economics painted an embellished picture of Ricardo.  817

Koot points out that the first economic historians attempted to rehabilitate mercantilism.  818

Undoubtedly, this was indeed what they were trying to achieve. However, what needs to be 

added to Koot’s observation is that the rehabilitation of the mercantile system started before 

the idea of free trade was attacked. This is a paradox because the policies of the pre-free trade 

era were rehabilitated without attacking free trade itself. Cunningham, who opted for tariffs 

sometime around 1900, claimed in 1892: “The English Mercantilists were considering how 

the power of this country might be promoted relatively to that of other nations. The object of 

the system was not absolute progress anywhere but relative superiority to our political 

neighbours”.  Like Cunningham, in the first part of the 1890s, Hewins praised the 819

mercantile system and yet he still believed in free trade.  For a brief period, some of the 820

pioneers of economic history were supporters of free trade and were apologetic towards the 

mercantile system. What drew them towards mercantilism was its non-cosmopolitan 

character. Mercantile thinking about national power was, for the pioneers of economic history, 

more important than the sole issue of tariffs. 

“A careful study of our own immediate past may help us to decide on the direction in which it 

is best worthwhile to look for the next step in advance”, Cunningham argued.  Just like 821

imperial history, economic history was the past whose relevance was assessed in relation to 

 W. J. Ashley, “The Rehabilitation of Ricardo”, pp. 474-489.817
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the future. In Cunningham's view, the research of economic history had practical value.  822

Cunningham hoped for the reform of the Empire and desired to see a system that “will regard 

the mother country as only a part, though at present the most important part of a Great 

Britain”.  He hoped to help this cause with his research by showing that contemporary 823

policies were based either on ahistorical conclusions or simply on an insufficient knowledge 

of history. Cunningham wrote: “A legendary Cobden has been created. Those who claim to be 

his disciples appear to him as an embodiment of political wisdom, which holds good 

unaltered and unalterable from age to age, while imperialists are too ready to denounce him as 

a charlatan”.  According to Cunningham, “Modern economic science is formulated in terms 824

which apply to the unfettered individual and the play of motives on him; the doctrines are all 

relative to this view of society”. Therefore, a new kind of economics was needed if Britain or 

the Empire were to be reformed. This is probably another factor which brought about a 

positive view of mercantilism before anti-free trade views were accepted. The mercantile 

system served a particular political purpose.  825

Hewins’ reinterpretation of the history of economic thought can be traced through the articles 

he wrote for Palgrave’s Dictionary of Political Economy. He argued that if serious attempts 

were to be made for the creation of an imperial federation, the return to mercantilist principles 

would make sense. Like Cunningham, Hewins argued that a certain kind of politics - i.e. 

imperial reform - required different kinds of economic thinking. Unlike Adam Smith, who 

saw mercantilism as a principle in which manufacturers and merchants could protect their 

 Ibid, p. 30.822

 W. Cunningham, The Rise and the Decline of the Free Trade Movement, Cambridge 1905, p. 152.823
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interests at the expense of customers, Hewins described mercantilism in sanguine terms. 

“Writers of the mercantilist school regarded political economy as a branch of the science of 

statesmanship, and, unlike the early advocates of laissez-faire, held that private interests did 

not necessarily, or even usually, coincide with the interests of the community”, Hewins 

claimed.   826

Hewins later argued that his work for Palgrave’s Dictionary of Political Economy “destroyed 

in my mind the illusion that Adam Smith and his successors represented the only English 

economic tradition”.  What Hewins took from the mercantilist past was a conviction that a 827

stronger bond between the state, economics and economic policies ought to be forged. On the 

one hand, economic policies should not be based on purely economic considerations. In other 

words, the state ought to protect key industries.  On the other hand, the state should use 828

economists' knowledge, and this was where economic history came to the fore. Hewins wrote: 

“The question we have really to determine is how we can make the best use of the 

accumulated knowledge of past generations, and to do that we must look more closely into the 

economic science of the 19th century”.  829

Hewins argued that this was the contribution that he and like-minded economists made. He 

argued that policymakers neglected the practical usage of economics. He claimed: “there is 

not a considerable town, there is not a considerable University in any part of the Continent, 

where these subjects are not studied with greater fullness, and greater care than they are 

 [W. A. S. Hewins], “Mercantile System”, p. 727.826

 W. A. S. Hewins, Apologia of an Imperialist, pp. 22 - 23. 827

 P. Kennedy, The Rise of Anglo-German Antagonism, p. 315. 828

 [W. S. A. H], “economics”, p. 905.829
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studied in England”.  In this sense, Britain was lagging behind in comparison with the US or 830

Germany.  This was happening exactly at the time when Britain was losing its 831

predominance, which only added the feeling of urgency. In the context of imperial reform, 

mercantilism looked like a way by which a more united Empire could be achieved. Hewins 

believed that imperial preference would consolidate the Empire. That is why it had a central 

position in his imperial thinking. He argued: “free trade as a policy, after 60 years of trial, has 

proved to be fatal to the continuance of British industrial supremacy and fatal to the 

maintenance of the Empire.”  832

Nicholson’s historical work was similar to other pioneers of economic history. He also studied 

the past to challenge present dogmas. However, Nicholson’s work went against the main 

conclusions of other economic historians. Focusing on the mercantile system meant that 

Hewins, Cunningham, Ashley, and later Knowles, mainly studied events before Adam Smith. 

Unlike them, Nicholson studied Smith. Whereas others hope to discover the non-Smithian 

tradition of British economic thought, Nicholson argued that Smith’s work was 

misinterpreted. Nicholson claimed that Smith was wrongly portrayed as the proponent of 

cosmopolitan economics. Instead, he asserted, Smith was a British patriot and imperialist.  833

This positive view of Smith meant that Nicholson was the last among the pioneers to support 

tariff reform. Moreover, in 1903, Nicholson briefly sided with Marshall and signed the pro-

free trade manifesto, only to change his mind shortly afterwards.  Following that, Nicholson 834
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joined the throng of economic historians who pointed to the dangers of free trade policies for 

the imperial future.   835

Nicholson had sympathy for Smith for a particular reason. Smith was a supporter of the 

imperial federation.  Furthermore, according to Nicholson, Smith was the only one who 836

suggested an imperial federation where representation ought to reflect taxation.  Nicholson’s 837

interpretation of Smith argued that, according to Smith, intra-imperial free trade was the true 

cause of British prosperity.  With tariff reform, which had in mind exactly this kind of 838

arrangement, Britain could return to this path of progress. So imperial reform, in Nicholson’s 

view, was going along the lines of Smith’s economic thinking. Smith was relevant, not only 

because of his later influence, but also because his ideas pointed to the path that imperial 

reform could take. Nicholson’s vision for imperial reform drew upon Smith’s ideas in 

demanding reform of the relationship between Britain and its colonies. Nicholson borrowed 

from Smith because, in his opinion, Smith formulated the most thorough scheme for the 

imperial union.  “The only ‘thorough’ scheme for imperial federation ever propounded is 839

that given by Adam Smith in the concluding chapter of the Wealth of Nations”, Nicholson 

asserted.  840
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Smith was “the eulogist of the Navigation Laws and the advocate of Imperial Federation”, 

Nicholson argued.  Smith did claim in Wealth of Nations that the Navigation Laws are the 841

most acceptable type of interventionism. However, as Fleischacker shows, the nature of 

Smith’s narrative, where he would introduce ideas in detail before attacking them, made his 

text almost ideal for different kinds of interpretations. The part of Wealth of Nations where 

Smith talks about Navigation Laws deals with the question of the nation’s defence and 

examines the defence policies. The general context of Smith’s claims was that Smith was 

critical towards measures taken in the name of defence.  Nicholson’s interpretation was ill-842

founded, and not only in this case. Smith wrote about imperial federation. However, he also 

saw many difficulties that any kind of imperial federation would face.  Nicholson left these 843

details out of his writings. He did not only use Smith, or his interpretation of Smith, as a basis 

for his imperial projects. Nicholson also used his interpretation of Smith to attack orthodox 

economics. He claimed that orthodox economists abused their appeal to authority.  Under 844

the cloak of authority, Nicholson asserted, orthodox economists spread half-truths.  

The pioneers of economic history interpreted the past as they deemed suitable. The past was 

used for contemporary purposes. However, their interpretation was not stable because the 

present was not static. This is evident in Nicholson’s interpretation of Smith. As Marc-

William Palen notes, Nicholson’s interpretation of Smith “underwent great change between 

the last decade of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth”. Nicholson 
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always pointed to Smith as the creator of an original and practicable scheme of imperial 

federation. However, given that Nicholson was suspicious towards protectionism until after 

the tariff controversy erupted in 1903, only from 1904 onwards did Nicholson start to notice 

connections between tariff reform and Smith’s ideas.  845

In their published works, the pioneers of economic history accused their orthodox 

counterparts of historical ignorance. Nicholson argued that “the general historical movement 

of humanity cannot be understood by men who are insufficiently acquainted with the various 

phases of economic history and with the laws of economic facts”.  However, as we have 846

seen, the pioneers of economic history did not have a stable view of the past. Nor were the 

pioneers successful in achieving their goals. Their opponents took over economics, and the 

British Empire only adopted tariff reform measures in 1932. We can say that those who 

established economic history hoped to be active participants in the imperial reform, yet, their 

work belonged predominantly to academia. They hoped to change economics, but only ended 

up creating economic history. 

However, the pioneers did influence, in the long term, the way in which we think about 

orthodox economics. For example, as Geoffrey M. Hodgson has shown, the coming 

generation of historians had trouble actually pointing to the opposition of Alfred Marshall to 

the German historical school. Lionel Robbins argued that Marshall was “terrified” of the 

German historicists, but his conclusions were based solely on the testimonies of British 

economic historians. As a matter of fact, Marshall spoke fluent German, had studied in 

Dresden in 1868 and Berlin in 1870-1871, and held, as Hodgson has shown, a high view of 

 M. W. Palen, op. cit, p. 196. 845

 “The Annual Meeting of the British Economic Association”, p. 397.846
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German historicists.  Furthermore, Marshall’s correspondence shows that he was in regular 847

contact with German economists and that English economic historians presented the German 

school as a more monolithic body of thought than it was. In his letter to Marshall, the leading 

German Kathedersozialist complained about developments among “younger” members of the 

historical school.  Marshall probably best explained his attitude to economic history in a 848

letter to Lord Acton in 1897 in which Marshall declined Acton’s offer to write about economic 

history for Acton’s Cambridge Modern History, and argued that the lack of economic history 

was “a disgrace to the land, & a grievous hindrance to the right understanding of the 

economic problems of our time”.  Marshall was not biased against economic history as 849

such. He was against economic history, whose goal was to replace orthodox economics.  

7.5. Conclusion 

The professionalisation of economic science in Britain happened concurrently with the 

debates about the role and nature of economics. The establishment of the first societies, 

journals and professorships occurred simultaneously as energetic debates about the character 

and goals of economics. The early challenge to so-called orthodox economics was inspired by 

concerns about the societal consequences of laissez-faire capitalism. The theoretical shape of 

this opposition mainly was modelled according to the ideas of the German historical school. 

However, the final shape of this anti-orthodox economics was moulded when a perceived 

 G. Hodgson, How Economics Forgot History - The Problem of Historical Specificity in Social Science, 847

London 2001, p. 95 - 97. 

 Adolph Wagner wrote: “Ich stimme Ihnen auch gerade in der Behandlungsweise, Methodologie etc bei[…] 848

Die hochmütige Manier der jüngeren deutschen historischen Schule—Schmoller etc, nicht Knies, Roscher—
gegen die ältere 'Ma[ncheste]rische' kritische Schule billige ich durchaus nicht”. “Wagner to Marshall, 22.3. 
1891”, Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, Vol. II, p. 17. Kathedersozialisten, or “socialists of the chair”, were 
members of the German historical school who advocated social reform. Due to their academic background 
(many of them were university professors) they earned a disparaging nickname. 

 “Marshall to Acton, 13.11.1897”, Correspondence of Alfred Marshall, Vol. II, pp. 206-207. 849
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decline of the Empire, and its potential salvation embodied in Greater Britain, permeated the 

thinking of anti-orthodox economists.  

The opponents of Alfred Marshall and his orthodoxy are worthy subjects of study for two 

reasons. Firstly, even though their hope to change economics failed, they created a new field. 

The birth of economic history was an unintended consequence of their failed attempts to 

achieve supremacy within the field of economics in Britain. Secondly, economic history is 

only one of four disciplines where the thinking of the pioneers was guided by their reformist 

imperialism. Economic history is one of the examples where we can see how science was 

designed to serve imperial statecraft.  

What sets the pioneers of economic history apart from the pioneers of geography and imperial 

history is the fact that within the field of political economy, they faced fierce opposition from 

already established dogmas. In contrast, the first geographers and imperial historians covered 

uncharted areas. What is similar for all of the chapters, is that all the pioneers were firstly 

imperial reformers and only secondly scientists or academics. Their turn towards science and 

academia was motivated by their hope that if different kinds of science were created, then the 

Empire would benefit from it. The creation of economic history was never the primary goal of 

its pioneers. The turn towards the past occurred when they realised that a new interpretation 

of the history of economic thought was the way to challenge current economic policies.  

The pioneers believed that these policies acted as a hindrance to imperial reform, which is 

why they wanted to challenge them through their work. Their historical work was intended to 

challenge existing economic dogmas, which is why their choice of subjects is perhaps 

surprising. They did not write much about the industrial revolution or the slave trade. They 
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studied individuals that acted as pillars of the economics of their orthodox opponents. 

Cunningham wrote about the misinterpretation of Cobden and his thought. Ashley argued that 

Smith and Riccardo enjoyed an embellished reputation. Nicholson disproved the existence of 

Adam Smith the free trader and created his idealised version of Adam Smith the imperial 

reformer.  

Almost all the pioneers of economic history ended as supporters of the tariff reform and as 

Conservatives. In their writings, we can find many unsubstantiated accusations aimed at their 

opponents, who allegedly, did not care about the Empire and its future. However, even if these 

accusations were groundless, the difference between the two groups was fundamentally 

grounded in different attitudes towards the imperial future. Like the pioneers of geography 

and imperial history, the pioneers of economic history had a simplistic either-or vision of the 

future: the Empire would either reform, or its powers would be dissolved. Their original goal 

was to change economics. However, slowly, over time, they lost the battle for the most 

prestigious posts within British universities, and only after it was clear that their battle was 

lost did they turn towards making economic history a more separate branch of knowledge. It 

is no coincidence that the creation of the Economics Tripos at Cambridge and the first 

Economic History Lectureship at the LSE happened almost simultaneously. The tariff 

controversy probably only acted as a further stimulant to this process. The pioneers of 

economic history were, thus, first seen as economic historians by their opponents, and only 

afterwards did they begin to self-define themselves in this manner.  

Even though the original goal was not to make a separate discipline, that was the outcome. In 

1927 William Ashley noted: “The theoretical economists are ready to keep us economic 

historians quiet by giving us a little garden plot of our own, and we humble historians are so 
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thankful for a little undisputed territory that we are inclined to leave the economists to their 

own devices”.  Despite the obvious irony in Ashley’s tone, this description was not far from 850

the truth. By the 1920s, the separation was complete. 

 W. Ashley, “The Place of Economic History in University Studies 1”, p. 4. 850
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8. End of Greater Britain and Beginning of the International Relations 

8.1. Introduction 

Geography, imperial history and economic history, all new disciplines created between c. 

1890 and 1914, shared some key characteristics. Their respective pioneers hoped to buttress 

the longevity of the British Empire with the reformist insights and policies that their 

respective disciplines promised to supply. Their scientific work and innovations were 

motivated by the hope that the Empire would benefit from these new sciences. Although the 

Empire faced many challenges, the disciplinary pioneers usually saw a more unified imperial 

structure as the solution. By influencing public opinion, these new disciplines sought to make 

that more unified structure achievable by explaining its virtues to the general population. 

However, the outbreak of the Great War marked the start of a process that fundamentally 

changed the disciplinary pioneers' assumptions. Before 1914, even when issues like migration 

were designated as global challenges that permeated the borders of the British Empire, the 

solutions were imagined inside the space of British imperial sovereignty. From around 1916 

onwards, especially for the members of the Round Table, it became obvious that the security 

and future of the Empire could not be guaranteed solely by seeking a new kind of imperial 

arrangement. Two separate causes were the catalysts of this change.  

The financial and political burden that the Empire acquired during the war had consequences. 

As John Darwin noted, the war “loaded Britain with loans both internal and external”.  851

Slowly, and for many imperial patriots, painfully, came the realisation that the financial power 

of Wall Street was something that Britain could not possibly hope to match. During his visit to 

 J. Darwin, The Empire Project, p. 357.851
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Washington in the summer of 1917, John Maynard Keynes noted that Wilson’s administration 

was in a position to relegate Britain to a state of “complete financial helplessness and 

dependence”.  As Adam Tooze writes, the financial supremacy of the US meant that “new 852

asymmetrical financial geometry signalled the end to the great-power competition that had 

defined the age of imperialism”.  However, the shifting of the financial centre of power was 853

only one of the problems that emerged. The imperial patriots who had hoped to see imperial 

reform endured an equally harsh blow from the emboldened governments of the self-

governing dominions.  

Sacrifices, human just like the financial, tested the old model of cooperation between Britain 

and the Empire, firing up secessionism in many regions.  Champions of Greater Britain 854

hoped that the war would align moods around the Empire in favour of imperial unification. 

Speaking in Parliament in 1915, Mackinder argued that the suffering, dire economic forecasts 

and uncertain political future would result in imperial unification.  A year later, perhaps with 855

more foresight, Lionel Curtis understood that the Dominions were heading towards complete 

“nationhood”. However, in 1916, Curtis still dreamt about an Imperial Parliament and hoped 

that this dominion “nationhood” would co-exist with the new imperial executive.  Many 856

imperial reformers were looking forward to the Constitutional Convention for the Empire, 

which was scheduled for 1917. However, during the 1917 Imperial War Conference, it 

became apparent that the Governments of the Dominions had different ideas, expressing the 

view that any imperial readjustment “while thoroughly preserving all existing powers of self-

 A. Tooze, The Deluge: The Great War, America and the Remaking of the Global Order, 1916-1931, New York 852

2015, pp. 33-55, 207. 

 Ibid, p. 211. 853

 J. Darwin, The Empire Project, p. 358. 854

 Hansard, vol. LXXIII, 21. July 1915, pp. 1525 – 1527.855

 L. Curtis, The Problem of the Commonwealth, London 1916, p. 66856
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government and complete control of domestic affairs, should be based upon a full recognition 

of the Dominions as autonomous nations of Imperial Commonwealth”.   857

The dreams of Greater Britain were coming to an abrupt end. The Dominions were more 

willing to move towards complete independence than to be engaged in a more centralised 

imperial structure. The financial and military strains of the war exhausted the Empire. In the 

years before 1914, the advocates of Greater Britain were largely united in seeing a reformed 

Empire as a panacea, however vague their conceptions of a reformed Empire were. Greater 

Britain simply promised more manpower, a unified Empire would allow Britain to compete 

with much more populous competitors. A unified Empire also offered a secure market, a safe 

place for British products and, secure sources of raw materials for British industry. However, 

a reformed Empire was no longer a possibility. The imperial future needed to be 

conceptualised in a new way.  

In this chapter, I aim to show that the emergence of international relations cannot be fully 

explained if we fail to take into account the continuities between the first three disciplines 

studied in this thesis and IR. I aim to show that the working logic of the pioneers was the 

same. Indeed, many of the individuals who contributed to the establishment of these new 

disciplines before 1914, played important roles in the creation of IR. We must remember that 

the key architect of IR’s institutionalisation, Lionel Curtis, already had experience with 

creating new disciplines. With this experience, he hoped to achieve his goal in the same 

manner as before - by influencing public opinion. The only difference now was that the goal 

had evolved. The new assumption was that imperial security could no longer be attained 

solely by working within the area of intra-imperial relations. The future of the Empire now 

 Imperial War Conference, 1917, p. 68.857
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ought to be secured within the sphere of the international. I will argue that the birth of 

institutionalised IR cannot be understood properly if not interpreted as a continuation of the 

pre-war policy of actors analysed in this thesis. Namely, the use of the terms “science”, and 

“scientific methods” and the creation of new fields of study in order to promote certain kinds 

of views bind together all four disciplines analysed in this thesis.  858

Imperial reformers were the architects of the world’s first chair of international politics, the 

Woodrow Wilson Chair in Aberystwyth, and some of the first institutes, the British Institute 

for International Affairs and the Council on Foreign Relations. They were not necessarily the 

first to write about “international” problems in terms of society or relations. The years 

immediately before the outbreak of the First World War, just like the period during the War, 

saw a plethora of publications about relations between different states. It is worth mentioning 

the most influential ones published in Britain. Norman Angell Lane published The Great 

Illusion in 1910 and the Foundations of International Polity in 1914.  Goldsworthy Lowes 859

Dickinson published The European Anarchy in 1916.  Arthur Ponsonby wrote Democracy 860

and Diplomacy in 1915, and Leonard Woolf International Government in 1916.  In that 861

 In their recent book Vineet Thakur and Peter Vale argue that the origins of the IR should be located in the 858

South African episode of Lionel Curtis’ life, and in the South African experience of the Round Table members in 
general. V. Thakur, P. Vale, South Africa, Race and the Making of International Relations, London 2020, pp, 2, 
25. They point to important continuities, most importantly how the Round Table attempted to hide its imperial 
agenda behind claims that they do “dispassionate studies”. Ibid, p. 39. Their interpretation was first published as: 
V. Thakur, A. E. Davis, P. Vale, “Imperial Mission, ‘Scientific’ Method: an Alternative Account of the Origins of 
IR”, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 2017, Vol. 46, No. 1. They raise many important points but 
completely ignore what happened in the decade between the moment when Curtis left South Africa and the 
moment when the IR was “born”. 

 N. Angel, The Great Illusion: a Study of the Relation of Military Power in Nations to their Economic and 859

Social Advantage, London 1910; N. Angel, The Foundations of International Polity, London 1914.

 G. Lowes Dickinson, The European Anarchy, London 1916. With this book Dickinson popularised the term 860

“international anarchy”.

 A. Ponsonby, Democracy and Diplomacy: a Plea for Popular Control of Foreign Policy, London 1915; 861

International Government, Two Reports by L.S. Woolf Prepared for the Fabian Research Department, London 
1916.
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same year, a group of authors, some of whom were Round Table members, published an 

edited volume under the title An Introduction to the Study of International Relations.   862

However, despite the indisputable influence of these works, neither of them called for the 

institutionalised study of international affairs in the way in which the Round Tablers did. If we 

borrow the distinction introduced by David Armitage, where “international relations” are seen 

as an object of inquiry and “International Relations” as an academic subject, we can say that 

the above-mentioned writers attempted to understand international relations, and the Round 

Tablers contributed to the establishment of the International Relations.   863

Our understanding of IR’s emergence has been significantly challenged during the last few 

decades as the foundational elements of the old narrative have come into question. For 

instance, the long-held assumption that the discipline was formed in 1919 has been disputed. 

Equally, the narrative which claimed that the birth of the IR presented an answer to the 

horrors of the war and that it was an attempt to promote peace has undergone a critical 

reappraisal as the alleged idealism of the first practitioners has been disputed.  

For a long time, the foundation of the Woodrow Wilson Chair in Aberystwyth was seen as the 

foundational moment of IR as a specialised and independent area of study.  Torbjørn 864

Knutsen has argued that the “scholarly study of IR emerged during the decades prior to World 

 An Introduction to the Study of International Relations, ed: A. J. Grant, F. F. Urquhart, A. Greenwood, P. Kerr, 862

London 1916. The most detailed account of the early writings about the international politics can be found in J. 
Stöckmann, The Architects of International Relations: Building a Discipline, Designing the World, 1914-1940, 
Cambridge 2022. 

 D. Armitage, “The Fifty Years’ Rift: Intellectual History and International Relations”, Modern Intellectual 863

History, Vol. 1, No. 1 2004, p. 98

 W. C. Olson, “The Growth of a Discipline”, The Aberystwyth Papers: International Politics 1919 - 1969, ed: 864

B. Porter, London 1972, pp. 3 - 13; B. Schmidt, “On the History and Historiography of International Relations”, 
pp. 2 - 3;  A. Acharya, B. Buzan, The Making of Global International Relations Origins and Evolution of IR at 
Its Centenary, Cambridge 2019, p. 65.
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War I” and points to the importance of the 1890s.  Brian C. Schmidt likewise critiques the 865

Aberystwyth-centered narrative. Schmidt maintains that “numerous theoretical insights, of 

largely forgotten scholars, have been simply erased from memory”.  In 2022 Jan Stöckmann 866

published a convincing and meticulously researched study which pushes the origins of the IR 

back into the past and shows how the discipline emerged with contributions coming from 

various parts of Europe, not only from Britain.  Hobson, Leira and Carvalho argue that 867

“1919 was presented as the year when the discipline itself exploded into existence with IR 

scholars becoming for the very first time enthused with theorising about the international as a 

subject matter”.  The conclusions of Knutsen, Schmidt and others are now widely accepted. 868

Buzan and Acharya assert that the foundations of modern IR were developed before 1914.  869

Glenda Sluga recently noted: “historians are increasingly situating 1919 in a longer and 

deeper history of intertwined thinking on national and international politics”.   870

The development of the discipline was seen as an answer to the calamities brought by the 

First World War.  Some of the discipline’s first practitioners even claimed that the war 871

would not have occurred if IR had emerged before the Great War. The second incumbent of 

 T. L. Knutsen, “A Lost Generation? IR Scholarship before World War I”, International Politics, Vol. 45, 2008, 865

pp. 650, 652. 

 B. C. Schmidt, “Political Science and the American Empire: A Disciplinary History of the ‘Politics’ Section 866

and the Discourse of Imperialism and Colonialism”, International Politics, 2008, pp. 45, 675; B. Schmidt, “On 
the History and Historiography of International Relations”, pp. 2-3; B. Schmidt, Political Discourse of Anarchy - 
a Disciplinary History of International Relations, Albany 1998.

 J. Stöckmann, op. cit. 867

 B. de Carvalho, J. M. Hobson, H. Leira, “The Big Bangs of IR: The Myths That Your Teachers Still Tell You 868

about 1648 and 1919”, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, Vol. 39, No. 3, p. 736. 

 “Our argument is that the main foundations of IR, in terms of both its agenda of issues, and the theoretical 869

approaches to the subject matter, were laid down during the several decades before 1919”. B. Buzan, A. Acharya, 
op. cit, pp. 4, 33-34.
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the Woodrow Wilson Chair, C. K. Webster, argued in 1923, “but of course no ordered and 

scientific body of knowledge did exist in 1914. Perhaps, if it had, the catastrophe might have 

been averted”.  Webster understood the new discipline as a way of promoting peace between 872

nations.  In the 1970s, William Olson argued that “half the motivation for the development 873

of a new study was the preservation of peace”. “IR grew out of the desire to understand and 

control world politics so as to prevent future wars”, Olson claimed.  However, the old 874

narrative explaining the birth of the IR as a reaction to the horrors of the Great War has been 

shattered during the last quarter of a century. Buzan and Acharya argue that it is a myth that 

IR emerged “in response to the catastrophe of the First World War”.  John. A. Hobson 875

argues along the same lines: “IR theory did not suddenly spring up from the ground in one 

particular year unannounced as some kind of miraculous virgin birth following a gruelling 48-

month gestation period”.   876

Furthermore, the famous division between the first IR scholars, which divided the group into 

“realists” and “idealists”, has come to be seen as artificial and ahistorical. Duncan Bell was 

the first to note changes in the recent historiography.  It is now hard to find a researcher who 877

would stick to the old dogma that the discipline was born “under an idealist star”.  The 878

history of the field is no longer told as a history of “great debates” that started with the 

 C. K. Webster, The Study of International Politics - An Inaugural Lecture Delivered before the University 872

College of Wales Aberystwyth, Cardiff 1923, p. 4. 

 Ibid, p. 5. 873

 W. C. Olson, op. cit, pp. 3, 12.874

 B. Buzan, A. Acharya, op. cit, p. 1875

 J. A. Hobson, The Eurocentric Origins of International Relations: Western International Theory, 1760– 2010, 876

p. 134.

 See: D. Bell, “International Relations: the Dawn of a Historiographical Turn?”, The British Journal of Politics 877
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“idealists” and “realists”.  In another critique, the Eurocentric character of the disciplinary 879

histories of IR has been dissected by John M. Hobson.  These new contributions point to the 880

imperial loyalties of the first scholars. 

 Additionally, researchers have highlighted intentional amnesia when it comes to the 

importance of race and the global colour line to the founders of the discipline. The 

intertwining of racialised politics and worldview and the emerging new field of IR has been 

examined most notably by Robert Vitalis, who argued that a focus on 1919 enables the 

portrayal of IR as a “noble” cause.  Some have even claimed that the Aberystwyth-centred 881

approach amounts to “whitewashing the discipline’s racist pasts.   882

The question that needs to be addressed is why the 1919-centred story has lasted so long. The 

first reason seems to be hidden in the fact that the Great War brought unprecedented levels of 

destruction. The deleterious capabilities of modern societies became obvious as never before. 

With that in mind, it is no wonder that IR has been labelled as “disaster studies”.  The Great 883

War changed the ways in which individuals thought about war. It devastated “conservatives' 

 B. Schmidt, “On the History and Historiography of International Relations”, p. 2879

 See: J. Hobson, op. cit. 880
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Ithaca 2015. See also: R. Vitalis, “The graceful and generous liberal gesture: making racism invisible in 
American International Relations”, Millennium vol. 29, No. 2, 2000, pp. 331 - 56. For imperialism and 
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“Traditions of British International Thought”, pp. 823 - 834. See also: C. Lynch, “The moral aporia of race in 
international relations”, International Relations, Vol. 33, No. 2, 2019, 1–19.
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trust in the balance of power; liberals’ faith in the mediating effects of free trade and 

constitutions; and socialists’ belief that class solidarity would trump nationalism”.  Due to 884

the levels of destruction, the questions brought to the fore by the war clouded what was 

written about the international before the war. Another reason for the longevity of the 1919-

centred narrative lies in the fact that 1919 saw the rise of institutionalised and professionalised 

IR. Lucian Ashworth argues that it is not surprising that the 1919 explanation is widespread, 

especially in Britain, given that interest in international questions blossomed precisely in this 

period.   885

The argument of this chapter corroborates rather than contradicts the recent statements that 

the emergence of the IR has been shaped by the racist and imperialist attitudes of its 

disciplinary founders and first practitioners. However, this chapter’s aim is not to repeat the 

Aberystwyth-focused story that presents IR as an abrupt creation in answer to the Great War. 

The contribution of this chapter is to argue that the institutionalisation of IR was a 

continuation of disciplinary innovation motivated, above all, by imperial-reformist agenda. In 

other words, we cannot understand the emergence of IR as a professional and academic field, 

nor its central concerns, if we do not consider the previous work of the disciplinary founders 

and their preoccupation with securing Greater Britain. With this chapter, I want to point to the 

striking similarities between the institutionalisation of IR and the other three disciplines under 

scrutiny in this thesis. In the eyes of the IR pioneers, the new discipline was a continuation of 

their struggle for the same cause by the same means but in a new field. Their main goal was to 

 B. Buzan, G. Lawson, The Global Transformation: History, Modernity and the Making of International 884
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buttress the stability and longevity of the British Empire by instituting disciplines which could 

provide usable knowledge for both the elite and the general public.  

The novelty of IR was that, unlike the first three disciplines scrutinised in this thesis, IR 

pioneers hoped to protect imperial security within the field of the “international”. In other 

words, they hoped to secure the future of the Empire by affecting inter-imperial configuration. 

During the Great War, the disciplinary innovators and advocates of Greater Britain realised 

that their original goal, to create stronger imperial bonds, was no longer possible. This 

realisation made them look outside of the Empire. Without the realisation that Greater Britain 

will not be created, the IR would not emerge as it did. To show that this turn towards the 

international was characteristic of the disciplinary innovators in general, I will start the 

chapter with Mackinder, and with an analysis of the evolution of his views as he went through 

during the Great War. Following that, I will cover the changes within the Round Table group, 

which started as a group interested in imperial affairs and, in 1919, ended up as a group whose 

members created and staffed the first IR institutions. In the last section, I will point to the 

crucial importance of the US for the new discipline.  

8.2. Halford Mackinder after 1910 

As we have seen in the chapter about the emergence of geography, the guiding purpose of 

Mackinder’s scientific and political engagements was his life-long held loyalty towards the 

Empire. Concerns for the future of the Empire shaped equally both his academic work and 

political endeavours. In 1908, Mackinder resigned as the director of the LSE, and he slowly 

abandoned all other non-political obligations. After a few failed attempts, in 1910, he finally 

became an MP in the British Parliament. During his campaign to enter Parliament, 
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unsurprisingly, he was supported by a fellow disciplinary-entrepreneur-turned-politician, 

Willian Hewins, who followed Mackinder on the campaign trail and supported his bid.  In 886

the post-1910 period, Mackinder’s evolution closely resembled that of other individuals who 

are recognised as the pioneers of institutionalised IR.  

Both Mackinder and the IR pioneers shared the initial assumption that the relative power of 

the Empire could be maintained through thorough internal reconfiguration. Until 1914 most 

of their focus was on what was happening within the Empire. As I demonstrated in the first 

chapter, when Mackinder considered the means of solving imperial problems, he sought 

internal solutions. That was the case even when the cause of the distress lay outside of the 

Empire. For instance, when Mackinder claimed that the true source of global power was 

located within the so-called Pivot area, the Central Asian hinterland entirely outside the reach 

of the British power, that provoked him to promote stronger imperial unity. Gradually, this 

mode of thinking evolved into a new dogma as Mackinder, and the IR pioneers, came to view 

the best way to protect the power of the Empire was to invest energies towards influencing 

what was happening outside of the Empire, with the goal to keep international political 

climate as favourable to Britain as possible. This change happened during the Great War.  

The tendency that helped this development was the fact that during the Great War, 

cooperation between scientists and policymakers reached completely new levels. During the 

War, governments wanted to draw scientists closer to areas where their input had previously 

been excluded. Within both policy-making elites and academic circles, there was a desire to 

enable scientists to maximise their contributions to the war effort. Angela Schwartz claims 

that developments during the war allow us to talk about an “academic-military-industrial 

 B. Blouet, Halford Mackinder, pp. 145-6. 886
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complex”.  The British government relied heavily on scientists. The disruption in trade with 887

Germany meant that already in August of 1914 Britain faced shortages of certain drugs and 

chemicals. Various professional and scientific societies formed committees to coordinate work 

of filling these gaps in wartime.  Social scientists were not put aside either. They were hired 888

by various departments and committees serving within the War Office, Ministry of 

Information and Foreign Office. As Amanda Behm notes, British historians served as experts 

for the Foreign and War Offices during the war.  The IR pioneers were not left out. Alfred 889

Zimmern served as a member of the Political Intelligence Department (PID) of the Foreign 

Office.  PID’s assistant director was the historian James Headlam-Morley, and Zimmern’s 890

colleagues included historians Lewis Namier, Arnold Toynbee and Reginald Coupland.   891

Geographers were not neglected. On both sides of the War, geographers were engaged in 

intensified map-making, but also in organising map-reading training.  In Imperial Germany, 892

geography acquired more space in the educational curriculum.  More importantly, 893

geographers served as governmental advisors. In 1915, the French Army created the Service 

Géographique de l’Armée, which mobilised the most prominent names of French geography. 

 A. Schwarz, “Science and Technology (Germany)”, 1914 - 1918 Online: International Encyclopaedia of the 887

First World War. Accessed on 14.10.2020. 

 D. S. L. Cardwell, “Science and World War I”, Proceedings of the Royal Society of London. Series A, 888

Mathematical and Physical Sciences, 1975, Vol. 342, No. 1631, pp. 449 - 450. 

 A. Behm, Imperial History, p. 10. In the words of the Royal Historical Society’s Vice-President, R. A. 889

Roberts, during the war, British historians interpreted the past in order to serve the British war effort and lectured 
on causes of the war, “services which only trained historian could render”. Ibid, p. 166.

 J. Morefield, Covenants Without Swords: Idealist Liberalism and the Spirit of Empire, Princeton 2005, p. 59. 890

Another important IR figure started to serve the Government during the war. Edward Hallet Carr joined the 
Foreign Office in 1916. J. Haslan, The Vices of Integrity: E.H. Carr, 1892–1982, London 1999, pp. 17 - 18. 

 E. Goldstein, “The Foreign Office and Political Intelligence 1918-1920”, Review of International Studies, 891

1988, Vol. 14, No. 4, p. 278; A. May, The Round Table, p. 163. 

 U. Schneider, op. cit.892

 O. Kann, “The Rise of Geography in German Schools during World War I”, in: War and Geography - The 893

Spatiality of Organized Mass Violence, ed: S. K. Danielsson, F. Jacob, Paderborn 2017. 
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In 1916, the Geographical Society of Paris formed four different committees to study border 

problems. The French government, in 1917, created the Comité d’études, that sought to 

prepare materials for the peace conference and whose membership was comprised of the most 

influential geographers and historians.  Woodrow Wilson created a similar study group in 894

1917 called The Inquiry, spearheaded by geographers and historians: Isaiah Bowman, 

Archibald Cary Coolidge and James Shotwell.  This trend reached a pinnacle during the 895

Paris Peace Conference when geographers from various countries were present as never 

before at a diplomatic conference.  

This context paved the way for the changes in Mackinder’s thinking. The war had made 

events that happened outside of the Empire seem to become more relevant. In that sense, the 

change of focus seemed almost natural. Mackinder's evolution after 1910 is important because 

these changes were similar to those experienced by the pioneers of institutionalised IR. For a 

long time, Mackinder has not been considered an IR thinker. His biographers depict him as a 

geographer. However, there are good reasons to consider Mackinder as an early contributor to 

IR. In his initial works, Mackinder insisted that “irrational political geography” was nothing 

more than a huge and irrelevant collection of facts.  Mackinder hoped to create geography 896

that is neither too historical nor too geological. However, if we understand political geography 

as a study of relations between political processes and spatial characteristics, Mackinder’s 

geography was always political geography.  

 G. Palsky, “Emmanuel de Martonne and the ethnographical cartography of central Europe (1917–1920)”, 894

Imago Mundi, Vol. 54, No. 1, p. 111. Historian Ernst Lavisse described the goals of the Comité at its first 
meeting: “This is not about coming up with solutions, but about creating a series of dossiers useful to those who 
will have the responsibility for representing France at the Peace Conference”. L. V. Smith, Sovereignty at the 
Paris Peace Conference of 1919, Oxford 2018, p. 110.

 V. Prott, The Politics of Self-determination: Remaking Territories and National Identities in Europe, 1917 - 895

1923, Oxford 2016, pp. 37 - 38; N. Smith, American Empire: Roosevelt’s Geographer and the Prelude to 
Globalization, Los Angeles 2003, p. 120. See also: L. E. Gelfand, The Inquiry. American preparations for peace, 
1917–1919, New Haven 1963.

 H. J. Mackinder, “On the Scope and Methods of Geography”, p. 143.896
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After 1910, Mackinder focused intensively on the relationship between different political 

entities. One of the reasons why Mackinder is not considered an IR thinker is hidden in the 

fact that IR mostly forgot its geopolitical legacy.  Mackinder, who inspired Carl Schmidt 897

and Karl Haushofer, did not fit well into the discipline’s foundational myths with its stated 

pacifist intentions. Lucian Ashworth argues, “Geopolitics fell out of favour with many 

theorists because of its supposed links to fascism even while it continued to be seen as useful 

amongst strategists”.  Additionally, Mackinder did not fit well into the established narrative, 898

which divided IR practitioners into realists and idealists.  In a way, we can even argue that 899

Mackinder’s wartime activities were even more focused on IR than those of the recognised IR 

pioneers.  The pioneers of the IR, during the war, acted as civil servants. They were hired and 

paid by the British government. They were not trailblazers. Moreover, they worked on the 

tasks set before them by others. On the other hand, Mackinder acted alone, without specific 

instructions from elsewhere. A reassessment of Mackinder gives him a well-deserved place as 

one of the IR pioneers.   900

Mackinder dwelled on the post-war order since the first months of the war. We can detect his 

interest in the realignment of borders already from December of 1914. He presented his views 

as ideas with scientific grounding. He argued, “there are many reconstructions possible, but 

 B. Buzan, G. Lawson, op. cit, p. 53. L. M. Ashworth, “Realism and the Spirit of 1919: Halford Mackinder, 897

Geopolitics and the Reality of the League of Nations”, European Journal of International Relations, 2010, Vol. 
17, No. 2, p. 281.

 Ibid. 898

 Ibid pp. 281-282.899

 It is quite telling that there is no mention of Mackinder in the first edition of Torbjørn Knutsen’s A History of 900

International Relations Theory, whereas Mackinder is well represented in the third edition: see: T. L. Knutsen, 
Torbjørn Knutsen’s A History of International Relations Theory, 3rd Edition, Manchester 2016, p. 259. 
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there is only one geography upon which they can be based”.  However, his ideas were not 901

clear of biased reasoning. The mode of his thinking and the problems he identified were 

conditioned by assumptions he developed before 1914 and which he still held dear after the 

war broke out. Firstly, he saw the greatest threat in Germany and its power. Secondly, he 

continued to seek solutions by attempting to consolidate various geographical units. Only this 

time, instead of Greater Britain, he hoped to create Greater Bohemia, Greater Romania and 

Greater Serbia. All of which together, he speculated ought to hinder any future German 

ambition. Lastly, Mackinder’s constant loyalty to the British Empire enabled him to 

confidently claim that the British war aim was to make the world a safer place for 

democracies, without ever questioning that assumption.   902

According to Mackinder, the biggest question for the post-war world was how to impede 

German ambitions. In other words, he contemplated how to realign Europe to halt German 

pretensions for the foreseeable future. In December of 1914, Mackinder claimed: “A 

nationality of seventy millions in the centre of Europe [Germans and Austrians], with an 

intensely national character, will have to be dealt with. It will still be so strong a power that I 

question whether there will be very much of ideal map-making. If you conquer that power, the 

object will be to clip its wings for the future”.   903

Mackinder was so determined that the key goal should be to eliminate German power, that 

during the war he was ready to commit to views that the British Government itself was not 

 H. J. Mackinder, “Some geographical aspects of international reconstruction”, Scottish Geographical 901

Magazine, 1917, Vol. 33, No. 1, p. 1.

 H. J. Mackinder, Democratic Ideals and Reality, p. 8. 902

 S. Wilkinson, Mr. Mackinder, L. W. Lyde, “Тypes of Political Frontiers in Europe: Discussion“, The 903

Geographical Journal, Vol. 45, No. 2, 1915, p. 142.
Page  of 265 353



ready to support. Early in 1915, he asked, “has the day of Great Kaiserdoms passed?”.  That 904

was a development. In late 1914, Mackinder realised that the destruction of the German 

Empire would solve some problems but cause others. In a prophetic passage from 1914, he 

argued: “Are you going to give Poland an approach to the Baltic, or are you not? If you are, 

then you will have to give her German land, and will set up a new Alsace- Lorraine”.  905

Mackinder was ready to accept the dissolution of both Austria-Hungary and the German 

Empire early in 1915. In contrast, the British Government was not ready to pursue this kind of 

politics until the very end of the war.   906

Mackinder was convinced that the “Prussian” would not change.  The actual cause of the 907

war, he believed, was that “Germany required, at all costs, a subject Slavdom to grow food 

and to buy her wares”. According to Mackinder, this was a story that began during the last 

stages of the nineteenth century. “The Germans of Prussia and Austria determined to subdue 

the Slavs and to exploit them for the occupation of the Heartland, through which run the land-

ways into China, India, Arabia and the African Heartland”.  Even though the ‘Eastern 908

Question’ was most commonly used to denote the problem of instability in the Ottoman 

Empire, Mackinder used Eastern Question to summarise the future of all of Eastern Europe. 

In his opinion, the solution to the Eastern Question was the only way to prevent future 

wars.   909

 H. J. Mackinder, The Glasgow Herald, January 30th, 1915 “The New Map - Future of Near East - Plight of 904

Dual Monarchy”, p. 11.

 S. Wilkinson, Mr. Mackinder, L. W. Lyde, op. cit, p. 142.905

 For instance, even in 1917, the British Government was ready to let Austria-Hungary keep occupied 906

territories in the South East of Europe. Ч. Антић, Неизабрана савезница: Србија и Велика Британија у 
Првом светском рату, Београд 2012 , p. 404.

 H. J. Mackinder, Democratic Ideals and Reality, p. 201.907

 Ibid, pp. 185, 142.908

 Ibid, p. 200.909
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He saw danger in Germany because a specific German way of thinking “recognises both 

Realities, Geographical and Economic, and thinks only in terms of them”. Germans had a 

particular “strategic mentality”, and their “Real-Politik lives in his mind upon a mental 

map”.  The specificity of the German nation was Kultur - “the name given to that 910

philosophy and education which imbued a whole race with the ‘ways and means’ mind”.  911

While it is true that contemporary German geographers hoped to use maps as educational 

tools that would inspire specific spatial analysis, Mackinder did not confess that he, for 

decades, hoped to implement the exact same educational principles in Britain.   912

Mackinder was convinced that the greatest threat in the future would again come from Central 

Europe, which hardened his determination to curtail German power. His fear of Germany was 

linked with the Mitteleuropa projects of German geographers and policymakers. We should 

remind ourselves that in 1903, Mackinder stood behind the translation of Joseph Partsch’s 

Mitteleuropa, with which Mackinder hoped to draw the attention of the British public to these 

projects. Mackinder realised that railways now gave Germany access to the great parts of 

Europe and that the typical British policy of combining naval power and the continental 

blockade was impotent in these new circumstances.   913

Mitteleuropa projects became even more ambitious during the war, especially with the 

publication of Friedrich Naumann’s infamous book Mitteleuropa. Few researchers have 

argued that the importance of Mitteleuropa was overestimated by public opinion in Entente 

 Italic in original. Ibid, pp. 180, 27. 910

 Ibid, p. 24.911

 Oliver Kann writes that maps played crucial role in an attempt to militarise the pupils through education. O. 912

Kann, op. cit, p. 39.  See also section “New science for the new age” in chapter I.

 H. J. Mackinder, “The Great Trade Routes”, p. 153.913
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countries during the war.  However, what is unquestionable is that Mitteleuropa advocated 914

the reshuffling of regional economies and politics to buttress German economic interests.  It 915

seems that this book prompted Mackinder to formulate a response. All of this enabled 

Mackinder to find new allies in unusual places. Mackinder became acquainted with 

representatives of the Czechs, Slovaks, Poles, Serbs and Romanians during the war. This had 

two significant consequences. Firstly, Mackinder became a champion of the small Eastern 

European nations and their war-time goals. Secondly, by learning more about Eastern Europe, 

a region which did not attract his attention at all before the war, Mackinder redesigned his 

geopolitical model.  

During the Great War, numerous national champions of the Eastern European Slavs were 

exiled in London. Mostly running away from imprisonment in Austria-Hungary, they hurried 

to the capitals of the Entente powers, where they tried to obtain allies for their cause. In 

London, they started to organise themselves in 1916. This was when the Serbian Society of 

Great Britain and the weekly review The New Europe were created. The guiding force behind 

these projects were historian and journalist Robert William Seton-Watson, Henry Wickham 

Steed of The Times and Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, the most prominent leader of Czechs and 

Slovaks.  Both the society and the magazine championed the emancipation of 916

various Slavic nations from the Central Powers. The combination of individuals involved in 

 H. C. Meyer, Mitteleuropa in German Thought and Action, 1815-1945, The Hague 1955; F. Greiner, 914

“Articulating Europe During the Great War: Friedrich Naumann’s Idea of ‘Mitteleuropa’ and Its Public 
Reception in Germany, England and the USA”, Lingue, Culture, Mediazioni, Vol. 2, No 2, 2015, pp. 131 - 148. 

 Even Partsch, whose language is incomparably milder than Naumann’s, is clear in his message: “A new 915

equilibrium can only be established if the Powers of Central Europe stand shoulder to shoulder for the 
maintenance of the free and peaceful economic development which must reach ever farther and farther abroad, 
as the increasing populations find their homes growing too narrow for them”. J. Partsch, op. cit, p. 159. It is 
interesting that during the last weeks of 1915, Naumman created the Arbeitsausschuss für Mitteleuropa, which 
was a private association which included businessmen, scientists and politicians. Its most prominent member 
was Max Weber. W. J. Mommsen, Max Weber and German Politics, 1890-1920, London 1974, p. 218; J. 
Campbell, The German Werkbund: The Politics of Reform in the Applied Arts, Princeton 1978, p. 94. 

 For a brief summary see: H. Hanak, “The New Europe, 1916-20” The Slavonic and East European Review, 916
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these projects allows us to see the nexus between academia and politics that was rapidly 

developing during the war.  

The academic and political nexus reached its pinnacle during the war. As noted in chapter 

two, the creation of Imperial Studies in London during the war was helped by the Principal of 

King’s College, Ronald Burrows.  However, Imperial Studies was not the only war-time 917

innovation supported by Burrows. He was one of the founders of The New Europe, and a 

frequent contributor to its pages.  As King’s College’s Principal, Burrows opened doors for 918

Slav émigrés including Pavle Popović, a literary scholar based at the University of Belgrade 

who became a “Lecturer in Serbian” at King’s during the war, and Masaryk, who acted as the 

“Lecturer in Slavonic Literature and Sociology”.  In 1915, together with Seton-Watson, 919

Burrows established the School of Slavonic Studies at the University of London, which 

promoted self-determination for the peoples of Eastern Europe.  That same year, Serbia was 920

about to face an attack by Austria-Hungary, Germany and Bulgaria. To support Serbia and the 

position of the Entente in the Balkans, Burrows came up with the idea of luring Greece to join 

the Entente by offering Cyprus.  Foreign Office accepted the scheme, which did not turn out 921

according to the plan.  If Seton-Watson championed the South Slav cause, Burrows, a 922

staunch philhellenist, favoured the Greeks. With this motivation, Burrows created the Koraes 

Chair of Modern Greek and Byzantine History, Language and Literature at King's College in 

1919.  

 Unsurprisingly, Burrows was another champion of imperial federation. See: R. Drayton, op cit p. 164. 917

 R. Clog, Politics and the Academy: Arnold Toynbee and the Koraes Chair, London 1986, p. 2. 918

 King’s College Archive, “KAP/BUR 249 (A) - Report 1919”; “KAP/BUR 249 (B) - Report 1919”. 919

Unfortunately, both reports are unpaginated. 

 R. Clog, “Burrows, Ronald Montagu”, in: Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. 920

 Cyprus had been under British control since 1878, and was annexed in 1914, after the Ottoman Empire joined 921

the Central Powers.

 R. Clog, Politics and the Academy, p. 6. 922
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The first incumbent of the Koraes Chair was Arnold Toynbee, who took up the position after 

working for the Political Intelligence Department of the Foreign Office.  However, Toynbee 923

did not share Burrows’s sympathies for the Greeks, and he wrote about atrocities committed 

by the Greek forces during the Greco-Turkish War (1919–1922). Due to the fact that Koraes 

Chair was funded by the Greek government and the Greek Committee in London, Toynbee 

was forced to resign in 1924.  In 1925, with the help of Lionel Curtis, Toynbee became the 924

Director of Studies at the British Institute of International Affairs and the first Stevenson 

Professor of International History at the London School of Economics.  The New Europe 925

project was financially supported by the wealthy Welsh politician David Davies, who also 

financed the establishment of the first IR chair in the world – the Woodrow Wilson Chair in 

Aberystwyth.  The first Wilson Professor in Aberystwyth was Alfred Zimmern, another 926

Round Tabler, New Europe’s contributor, and Toynbee’s war-time colleague from the Political 

Intelligence Department.   927

Soon after the Serbian Society of Great Britain and the New Europe were formed, Mackinder 

became a member. Moreover, there are reasons to believe that he was the founding member of 

 W. H. McNeill, Arnold J. Toynbee: A Life, Oxford 1989, pp. 75, 77, 92.923

 R. Clog, Politics and the Academy, pp. vi, x; W. H. McNeill, Arnold J. Toynbee, p. 118. 924

 W. H. McNeill, Arnold J. Toynbee, pp. 126, 130; D. Stevenson, “Learning from the past: the relevance of 925

international history”, International Affairs, Vol. 90, No. 1, 2014, p. 6

 L. Passerini, Europe in Love, Love in Europe: Imagination and Politics in Britain between the Wars, New 926

York 1999, p. 5; B. Porter, “David Davies: Hunter After Peace”, Review of International Studies, 1989, Vol. 15, 
p. 27.

 D. J. Markwell, “Sir Alfred Zimmern Revisited: Fifty Years On”, Review of International Studies, 1986, Vol. 927

12, p. 280.
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the Serbian Society.  Mackinder was drawn to the circles of Eastern Europeans due to the 928

anti-German potential of their projects. He realised the strategic importance of the alliance of 

small Eastern European nations. Both the Serbian Society and the New Europe emphasised 

this. They encouraged the cooperation of Slavs in the struggle against German 

predominance.  However, it should be said that this was the only possible political avenue, 929

given that by the end of 1915, the situation was dire for the Entente in Eastern Europe. From 

the early months of 1915, the German and Austro-Hungarian troops on the Eastern Front were 

led by a unified command, and the Russian forces were pushed far away from the borders of 

the Central Powers. After Germany, Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria attacked Serbia 

simultaneously in October 1915, forcing the Serbian army to retreat to Greece as Serbia was 

divided by Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria.  

In the first edition of New Europe, Masaryk wrote about the dangers of Mitteleuropa. New 

Europe, the magazine with a symbolic name, desired to see European borders redrawn, and 

their vision clearly stood as an alternative to Mitteleuropa.  The leading figure of New 930

Europe, Seton-Watson, believed that the fate of the South Slavs, if considered in relation to 

the area they inhabited, the area that both Austria-Hungary and Germany were quite interested 

in, was therefore also relevant for Britain.  This was the language Mackinder understood 931

perfectly. In the letter sent to the Prime Minister Lloyd George by Mackinder and other 

members of the Serbian Society, it was argued that if Serbia disappeared, “the strongest 

 B. Blouet, Halford Mackinder, pp. 160-161; G. Sloan, “Sir Halford Mackinder: The Heartland Theory”, 928

Geopolitics, Geography and Strategy, ed: C. S. Gray, G. Sloan, New York 1999, p. 25. In a letter from the 
Serbian Society sent to the Prime Minister Lloyd George in 1917 we can see that Mackinder was part of its 
Executive Committee. The National Archives, “Records of the Cabinet Office”, CAB 24/19/56 “The Serbian 
Society of Great Britain”. 

 H. Seton – Watson, C. Seton – Watson, The Making of a New Europe, R. W. Seton - Watson and the Last Years 929

of Austria - Hungary, London 1981, p. 175.

 H. Hanak, op. cit, p. 379.930
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barrier against the Prusso-Austrian design of mastery over the Near and Middle East would 

have disappeared”.  Impressed with Seton-Watson, Mackinder used his connections to 932

ensure that Seton-Watson avoided conscription. Mackinder believed that Seton-Watson 

contributed more to the war effort as the New Europe’s editor than as a regular private.   933

Mackinder argued that “the Balkan peoples should be helped by us to achieve a certain 

stability and independence”. He criticised Arthur Balfour, the Secretary of State for Foreign 

Affairs, for failing to realise that the Balkans were equally important to Britain as Belgium or 

France.  Mackinder even served as the representative of the Serbian Society to the Congress 934

of Oppressed Nationalities of Austria-Hungary that was held in Rome in 1918.  Mackinder 935

started thinking about Serbia late in 1914, after Serbia proved its military potential in two 

victories against the Habsburg armies. However, what is important to note is that Mackinder 

did not restrict his support to the South Slav cause. He supported the ambitions of other 

Eastern European nationalities: Romanians, Czechs, Poles and Ukrainians. Mackinder’s 

biographers have noted this  . However, they have missed two significant trends. Firstly, 936

Mackinder hoped to apply the same cure he desired to implement in the British Empire. 

Namely, in Eastern Europe, just like in the British Empire, he saw the solution being the 

consolidation of various territorial units. Secondly, contact with the Eastern Europeans 

affected Mackinder and made him revise his fundamental geopolitical premises.  

Drawing on his earlier writings, Mackinder expressed concerns about the increasing ability of 

Germany to use Eastern European resources. It brought him to the conclusion that the fate of 

 The National Archives, CAB 24/19/56 “The Serbian Society of Great Britain”.932

 H. Seton – Watson, C. Seton – Watson, op. cit, p. 198.933

 H. J. Mackinder, “Mr. Balfour’s Speech’, The New Europe, Vol. 4, 1917, pp. 116 - 117.934

 S. Pelizza, op. cit.935

 B. Blouet, Halford Mackinder, pp. 160 - 163. 936
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Eastern Europe was vitally important for Britain. “We, the Western nations, have incurred 

such tremendous sacrifices in this conflict that we cannot afford to trust anything 

that may happen at Berlin; we must be secure in any case. In other words, we must settle this 

question between the Germans and Slavs, and we must see to it that East Europe, like West 

Europe, is divided into self-contained nations”.  Mackinder hoped that smaller nations in the 937

east of Europe would contribute to the regional balance of power and prevent Germany from 

reacquiring its previous territories.  

Mackinder believed that Eastern Europe should be divided not between Germans and 

Russians, but that “there should be a tier of independent States between Germany and 

Russia”.  Bolshevik proposals for peace, based on the “no annexations, no indemnities” 938

principle, angered Mackinder. Whoever supported this principle, Mackinder argued, “refused 

to reckon with the realities of geography and economics”.  During 1919, when the 939

emergence of the Bolshevik threat additionally intensified the desire to encircle Germany 

from the east, the French and the British prime ministers came up with the appropriate name 

for the small eastern European countries - cordon sanitaire.  Even at the time, as fear of the 940

Bolsheviks was rapidly rising, Mackinder focused only on Germany, which is why he hoped 

to see a “broad wedge of independence, extending from the Adriatic and Black Seas to the 

Baltic”.   941

 H. J. Mackinder, Democratic Ideals and Reality, p. 203.937

 Ibid, pp. 204 - 205. 938

 Ibid, p. 33.939

 By the time of the Paris Peace Conference, the fear of the Soviet Union was on the rise, and now the region 940
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Even before New Europe and the Serbian Society were formed, Mackinder considered the 

possible creation of a federation in Southeastern Europe. Just as he thought that imperial 

problems could be solved by creating Greater Britain, in Eastern Europe, he likewise 

imagined the unification of various territories as beneficial. In 1915 he wrote: “Magyar, 

Romanian, Serbian, Bulgarian and Greek are a cluster of nationalities which might form and 

should form a new federal Great Power in Europe”.  In September of 1916, he contemplated 942

the unification of Serbia with Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Slavonia, and the Serb-

Romanian alliance.   943

The most significant consequence of Mackinder’s engagement with Eastern Europe was a 

recalibration of his geopolitics. Before the Great War, Mackinder located the centre of world 

power in the so-called “Pivot Area”, which roughly coincided with Central Asia. By 1919, 

Mackinder’s views changed. He renamed the “Pivot Area” as the “Heartland”, and realised 

that whoever controlled Eastern Europe had an open road for taking control over the 

“Heartland”. In language devoid of Mackinder-made toponyms, he was saying that the key to 

global power was control of Eastern Europe. If a single Great Power assumed control over the 

region between Western Europe and the Heartland (either Germany or Bolsheviks), it would 

represent a grave threat to all other powers, including Britain. Famously, he declared: 

“Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland:  

Who rules the Heartland commands the World-Island: 

Who rules the World-Island commands the World”.   944

 H. J. Mackinder, “The New Map - Future of Near East - Plight of Dual Monarchy”, p. 11. 942

 B. Blouet, Halford Mackinder, p. 160.943

 H. J. Mackinder, Democratic Ideals and Reality, p. 194.944
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The war was “the outcome of one century and the prelude to another”, Mackinder asserted.  945

He argued that he hoped to see the peace that was lasting. In other words, he wanted to 

frustrate any future German ambitions. He saw danger in idealistic views that there would not 

 Ibid, p. 1.945
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be any more conflicts simply because everyone realised how deadly wars had become. “The 

temptation of the moment is to believe that unceasing peace will ensue merely because tired 

men are determined that there shall be no more war. But international tension will accumulate 

again”.  “If we accept anything less than a complete solution of the Eastern Question in its 946

largest sense we shall merely have gained a respite, and our descendants will find themselves 

under the necessity of marshalling their power afresh for the siege of the Heartland”.   947

The evolution of Mackinder’s thinking during the Great War closely resembles that of other 

pioneers of institutionalised IR. This points to a larger trend during the war in which imperial 

thinkers focused more on what was happening outside the Empire. On the one hand, this was, 

perhaps, a natural consequence of the war and, on the other, because of a realisation that 

imperial security could not be resolved purely with internal reform. Mackinder is not usually 

considered an IR thinker, and even less as one of the pioneers of IR. However, there are good 

reasons to consider him a legitimate innovator and pathfinder. After 1914, Mackinder focused 

exclusively on inter-state relations and the laws guiding them. Unlike other recognised 

pioneers of IR who turned towards international relations while working for various 

ministries, Mackinder followed his path. What connects Mackinder with other IR pioneers is 

that their new guiding premise was the same. The Empire and its survival could not be 

secured solely by focusing on what was happening inside the Empire, and this logic justified 

the turn towards the international. That turn happened at a realisation of imperial weakness. If 

the Empire was able to maintain one power standard in global politics, the incentive that made 

IR pioneers think about the „international” would not be there. 

 Ibid, p. 1.946

 Ibid, p. 200. 947
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8.3. The Round Table: from the Empire towards the International 

Similarly to Mackinder, the Round Table experienced its evolution of thought during the 

Great War. The initial focus of the group was on intra-imperial relations. Slowly, over time, 

that focus evolved towards international relations. The Round Table was created in 1909 to 

promote imperial federation by forming a union between Britain and the self-governing 

dominions.  During the first meeting of the Round Table, it was recognised that “the 948

principle of cooperation was insufficient as a means of holding together the Empire)…(in the 

long run some form of organic union was the only alternative to disruption”.  The Round 949

Table had its origins in Alfred Milner’s South African staff, who came to be known as 

‘Milner’s kindergarten’. Just as the kindergarten worked towards “union” in South Africa, the 

Round Table worked towards imperial “union”.   950

The Round Table operated with a black-and-white vision of the future, where the only 

possible alternatives were imperial reform or imperial dissolution. This pessimistic forecast 

from 1911 was only one of many occasions where similar opinions were expressed: “Yet the 

future of this Empire is by no means assured. Its area is vast, its controlling peoples are 

scattered and not numerous. It is confronted by powerful enemies. Its institutions are chaotic 

and anomalous”.  Initially, even if the problems were located outside of the Empire, the 951

solution was sought within the Empire. The Round Table wanted to influence public opinion 

at home in Britain and the Dominions. They were worried by the trend, according to which 

the Dominions had started to develop their own navies, and local defence forces and to use 

 A. Bosco, The Round Table Movement, p. 162; A. C. May, The Round Table, pp. 1, 11.948

 A. Bosco, The Round Table Movement, p. 164.949

 Ibid, pp. 160, 164; A. C. May, The Round Table, p. 39.950

 The Round Table Quarterly, “The Balkan Danger and Universal Peace”, Vol. 2, No. 6, 1912 p. 245. 951
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their rights to make treaties with the polities outside of the Empire. As Philip Kerr worryingly 

concluded in 1911, foreign and defence policies were no longer controlled exclusively by the 

United Kingdom.   952

The logic behind the Round Table thinking was clear: if the Dominions set up independent 

foreign policies, that would be the end of the Empire. Therefore, the key focus of the Round 

Table group before the war was on imperial defence and foreign policy. In other words, the 

Round Tablers hoped to find a solution according to which the desires of the Dominions could 

be met in such a way that would not endanger harmonious relations between Britain and 

them.  As the Round Table papers show, the main focus of the group’s publication, The 953

Round Table Quarterly, was on defence and foreign policy.   954

The War was a time of change. On the one hand, the Round Tablers achieved more influence 

than before. As Alexander May, the foremost expert on the group, notes, “the most remarkable 

result of the war for the Moot [inner circle of the Round Table] was the way in which Round 

Tablers moved from a position on the margins of British political life to one very much nearer 

its centre”.  Their increased influence came from their personal advancements. Most 955

notably, Philip Kerr served as the private secretary to Prime Minister Lloyd George.  During 956

the first stages of the war, the Round Tablers still hoped that imperial federation might be 

 A. C. May, The Round Table, p. 116. 952

 J. E. Kendle, The Round Table Movement, pp. 107 - 108. When the magazine published by the Round Table 953

was created, The Round Table Quarterly stressed that the most important aspect of the magazine were “ Foreign 
or Imperial articles”. Bodleian Library, The Round Table Papers, MS. Eng. Hist. c. 781, fol. 135 - W. L. 
Hitchens Memorandum - Provisional Proposals for Organization of Round Table Office.

 Bodleian Library, The Round Table Papers, “Round Table Monthly Committee”, MS. Eng. Hist. c. 781, fol. 954

14.

 A. C. May, The Round Table, p. 158. 955

 Ibid, p. 163.956
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realised. Early in 1915, the majority of members were still in favour of an “organic union”.  957

However, the prospects of such an imperial federation diminished fast through the war. The 

war further provoked nationalism in the Dominions, and the prestige of the British 

government was stripped.   958

Throughout the war, the Round Tablers hoped that an imperial parliament would come about 

and preached about its benefits. They argued that only an imperial parliament could secure 

peace if it took into account the desires of the Dominions.  In 1916, Lionel Curtis still 959

promoted federalism with full force.  However, the federalist cause took several blows 960

during the war. It became obvious that advocacy of federalism was bringing more harm than 

good to their campaign. A frequent interlocutor of the Round Tablers, Canadian Prime 

Minister Robert Borden, even urged them to stop pursuing the creation of an Imperial 

Parliament.  By 1918, most of the Round Tablers decided not to endorse further pleas for 961

federal reform.  The reason was practical. The Round Tablers realised that if the Dominions 962

faced the choice between independence and imperial federation, they would probably choose 

independence.   963

Another process that started in 1914 was the gradual shift of attention within the Round Table. 

Even before the war, the Round Table paid attention to events outside the Empire. This is 

corroborated quickly by the content of The Round Table Quarterly. However, the underlying 

 Ibid, p. 215.957

 Ibid, p. 170; J. E. Kendle, The Round Table Movement, p. 286. 958

 The Round Table Quarterly, “The Making of Peace”, Vol. 7, No. 25, 1916, p. 12.959
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logic before 1914 was that the Empire is in danger, therefore, the Empire should unite. After 

1914, the Round Table started to contemplate post-war order and the best ways to organise a 

post-war world. Already in 1915, Philip Kerr wrote, “It is clear that the mere victory of the 

Allies will not be sufficient”.  Kerr hoped to see a future in which countries will “recognise 964

that they are partners in a greater unity, and should therefore deliberate and act regularly 

together, in order to promote the welfare of the whole”.  Not lacking ambition, Kerr hoped 965

this could bring an end to wars and the principle that “might is right”.  In 1916, Kerr argued 966

that it was clear to everyone, both in Britain and the Dominions, how vital foreign affairs was 

for their lives.  Round Tablers were still, however, above everything else, loyal imperialists. 967

In 1916, Curtis claimed, “The British Empire, therefore, is far more than a convenience to its 

members, gradually outgrowing its usefulness. It is in fact the cornerstone of human society. 

No greater disaster to this world could be conceived than that it should dissolve in ruins”.   968

The document that succinctly summarises changing perspectives is the unsigned summary 

made for the meeting of the inner circle of the Round Table. The cause for the meeting was 

the dissatisfaction of some members with the latest issue of the journal, the Round Table 

Quarterly. The unsigned report stated: “the main contention, however, that the Round Table is 

beginning to take up a new attitude is true. With circumstances rapidly changing it could not 

be otherwise”. In a subchapter of the summary, titled “The International Question”, it was 

stated: “The proper function of the Round Table is rather to attempt to think out quietly the 

international problem which will arise directly the purely military phase is over, for a sound 

 The Round Table Quarterly, “The Harvest of the War”, Vol. 6, No. 21, 1915, p. 2. 964
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policy then will be not less important than military success now. Unless some forethought is 

given to it beforehand we shall muddle then as we have muddled in the war. Moreover if the 

Round Table is to maintain its influence it must have a policy in international affairs, no less 

than in Imperial affairs”.  Furthermore, the report listed many points that the Round Table 969

needed to address in the immediate future. Moreover, the post-war policy of the British 

Empire was reimagined accordingly: “the policy of the British Empire should be directed 

constructively towards the formation of a Concert of Nations”. The concert was supposed to 

meet regularly, and it should consist of “an inner council of the Great Powers, and a general 

council consisting of the representative of every other sovereign state”.  The Round Table, a 970

group formed to work on imperial reform, started to focus more and more on international 

problems.  

The primary goal of the Round Tablers remained the same. The Empire was preeminent in 

their considerations. However, they looked for different ways to achieve their goals in 

changing circumstances. Over time the Round Table focused less on the Empire, and more on 

the Concert of Nations, and cooperation between various states. In 1916, Kerr claimed that 

“international problems must be settled by free negotiation between civilised States, and not 

by the over-mastering dictation of a single Power”.  For Kerr, a policeman was necessary, 971

because, just like human society, the international sphere faced the criminal behaviour of a 

few.  What is important to note here is that visions of the future were shaped, above 972

everything else, by imperial considerations.  

 Bodleian Library, The Round Table Papers, MS. Eng. Hist. c. 780 - “Notices of meetings, agenda, minutes, 969

and materials for Moots”, fol. 5 - 8. The document was not dated. However, since it was prepared for the meeting 
scheduled for 4th of January 1916, we can assume that it was written in the preceding weeks. 
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Kerr pointed to five points that could prevent future wars. These points were chosen with 

imperial interests in mind. By setting the agenda and defining the scope for the future 

discipline, Kerr hoped to protect imperial interests. By analysing two of these points, I aim to 

show how Kerr hoped to solve old imperial problems within the new framework of 

international that was emerging. One of the five points was “The immigration question”.  973

Kerr wrote, “Broadly the just principle would seem to be this - that every state should be 

entitled to say who is to be allowed to acquire permanent domicile”.  With this proposition, 974

Kerr hoped to solve an important imperial problem.  

Legal limitations of migration, based on assumed racial differences, existed before 1900. 

However, the period before the Great war saw a sharp rise in legislation aimed at keeping, or 

making, various parts of the Empire “white” in their nature. As Andreas Eckert noticed, the 

intensified migrations in this period were followed by the erection of the “global walls”.  975

Furthermore, the desire of the Dominions to be “white” put a strain on intra-imperial 

relations. During the 1907 Imperial Conference, the Government of the Commonwealth of 

Australia stated that it was “desirable to encourage British emigrants to proceed to British 

Colonies rather than foreign countries”.  The consequence of channelling “white” 976

immigration from Britain to the Dominions would be a “guarantee for the permanence of the 

control of those great territories by our own people and by our own race”.  In this case, 977

 Bodleian Library, The Round Table Papers, MS. Eng. Hist. c. 780, “British Foreign Policy”, fol. 115. 973

 Ibid.974

 A. Eckert, “Why all the fuss about Global Labour History“, in: Global Histories of Work, ed: A. Eckert, 975

Berlin 2016, p. 13.
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“white” immigration should have supplanted 3000 Kanakas, a population from various pacific 

islands, who had recently been deported from Australia. The Australian goal was clear. It was 

the preservation of “White Australia”.  Louis Botha, representing Transvaal at the 1907 978

Imperial Conference, added that he hoped that “yellow labour” in South Africa would be 

replaced with white immigration in the future.  The British government now faced a new 979

problem. The racialised mistreatment of Japanese in Australia and Canada, and Indians in 

South Africa, started to attract much attention in India and Japan.  

During the subsequent Imperial Conference, in 1911, the migration question did not lose any 

of its importance. On the one side, the representatives of the Dominions continued to stress 

their determination to block “Asiatic” immigration. On the other, the India Office and the 

Colonial Office attempted to explain the problems arising from these decisions.  980

Memorandums submitted by the India Office claimed that it was paradoxical that “Asiatic 

British subjects” have more rights outside the Empire than in the Dominions, and that the 

politics of the Dominions “create embarrassment in the administration of India”.  981

Mistreatment of Indians in South Africa became a serious problem for British rule in India.  982

The news about the abuse of Indians in Natal caused a stir in the Indian National Congress. 

When the leader of the Congress, Gopal Krishna Gokhale, visited Gandhi in Natal, it was the 

 Ibid, p. 158. Regulation of immigration was regarded as a crucial task in Australia, and the first Acts of the 978
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first trip of an Indian political representative outside the subcontinent.  The Round Table 983

followed these events closely and realised the dangers: “It [migration policies] brought 

forward a leader [Mohandas Gandhi] and an organisation, and it definitely connected the 

agitation of Indians here [South Africa] with that which is making itself felt in India for fuller 

political rights”.  The Round Table contributor from South Africa noted: “Sensational 984

accounts of ill-treatment and flogging, as well as the unprovoked shootings of Indian resisters, 

were telegraphed to England and India”.  985

Persecution of the Japanese aroused even greater fears. The Anglo-Japanese alliance, signed 

in 1902, became the core of the naval policy of the Empire, i.e. it allowed the relocation of the 

majority of the British fleet to the North Sea in order to deter the German naval threat. The 

question was not whether but when the Japanese ambassador in London would start asking 

questions about the maltreatment of the Japanese population and how this would that affect 

the Anglo-Japanese alliance, together with the global strategic position of the Empire.  Just 986

like with the Indians in South Africa, the Round Tablers followed events closely. Philip Kerr 

noted, “a real quarrel over immigration would make a continuance of the Anglo-Japanese 

Alliance impossible, and might range Japan in definite hostility to the Empire”.  Kerr 987

realised the scope of the problem. The Dominions had the autonomy to regulate their local 

 E. Bradlow, Immigration Into the Union 1910 - 1948, PhD Thesis manuscript, University of Cape Town, 983
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affairs. However, “Asiatic” migrations have proved to be a local issue with global 

consequences. The conclusion drawn by the Round Table was that in earlier times, “local 

autonomy” was given to “local authorities” where “local interests are involved”. However, 

migrations proved to be an issue that could not be localised.   988

The Round Table was not unanimous regarding the question of how to solve the migration 

problem. There were two opposed wings within the group. Because the articles were 

published anonymously, and only rarely do we know the name of the author, we cannot say 

with certainty who belonged to which wing. Still, it is obvious that two different views on the 

challenges of “coloured” migration existed. One group saw the opportunity to settle the 

migration disputes as a chance to bring about progress in inter-racial relationships. “Perhaps, 

now that the [Imperial] conference habit is established, it would be useful to seek common 

counsel on this question of the relations of the European and coloured races in the self-

governing Dominions of the Empire, if thereby some common tradition may be built up under 

which both may find room for growth in freedom and peace”.  Members of the other group 989

claimed that “the task of statesmanship throughout the world should be to direct these tides of 

splendid Oriental humanity to those many and rich parts of the earth's surface where Western 

democratic institutions and standards of living will suffer least by their coming”.   990

The self-governing colonies insisted on racial exclusion but did not have a say in foreign 

policy. According to the Round Table, this is why they did not completely understand the 

consequences of their actions. There were two possible solutions. The first option was for the 

 Ibid, pp. 142 - 143.988
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 The Round Table Quarterly, “Canada: Oriental Immigration - A British Columbian View” Vol. 4, No. 14, 990

1914, p. 334. The discussions about immigration heralded opposition to the Japanese Racial Equality Proposal of 
1919, a Japanese amendment to the Treaty of Versailles, that asked for the proclamation of racial equality among 
League of Nations member states. 

Page  of 285 353



Dominions to be forced into loosening their racist laws. This, however, would breach their 

autonomy and certainly cause serious resentment. The second option was for Britain to create 

empire-wide immigration policies that would protect the interests of the Dominions. This 

would, in turn, cause problems in India and relations with Japan. No solution had unanimous 

support within the Round Table before 1914. It was clear that if an imperial federation were to 

emerge, it would need to be able to control migration.  New kinds of state prerogatives were 991

required. “For in any sane vision of Empire a redistribution of the population of the Empire 

must hold a large place”, the Round Tablers argued   992

The immigration question reemerged again during the war. This time there was no doubt what 

solution the Round Tablers saw as the appropriate. Cooperation with the Dominions was of 

much higher importance than the dissatisfaction of the Japanese and Indians. A decision 

certainly made easier by the fervent racism of the leading Round Tablers. Kerr argued in 1916 

that “the problem of the relations which should exist between advanced and backward peoples 

has always been one of the gravest that has presented itself to mankind”.  According to Kerr, 993

people of European origin were “the leaders of mankind”. In the opinion of Kerr, the relations 

between advanced and backward peoples “has tended to become greater rather than less in 

recent years”. Kerr believed that contemporary migrations were “without precedent in the 

earlier history of the world”.  994
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 In his suggestions for post-war policies, Kerr hoped to set up a system which would not push 

to the fore those issues that could be controversial from the British imperial standpoint. 

Suggestions for the post-war rules and regulations were nothing more than policies that hoped 

to secure intra-imperial harmony.  Kerr justified his vision with the argument that his 995

proposals represented “the only policy for which we can get any whole-hearted supported 

from the Dominions. For its aims at securing the safety of the Empire by securing the law, 

liberty and peace for all the world”.  Imperial considerations were the prime determinants of 996

international policies. Kerr’s vision can be described as internationalist imperialism. He hoped 

to eliminate the problems that threatened imperial harmony through internationalism. That 

was equally true for the other four points determined by Kerr. The last point, “The treatment 

of the backward people”, was defined in such a way that British possessions around the world 

could not be questioned.  997

8.4. Turning Towards the US: the First IR Institute and Public Opinion(s) 

The war caused another significant change for the Round Table. The foreign policy of the US 

and relations between Britain and its former colony came to the fore. Before 1914 the 

relations between the US and Britain did not provoke much attention. They were of secondary 

importance.  As Alex May noted, articles about the US featured prominently in the Round 998

 Kerr’s attitude towards migrations gives further weight to the work of Robert Vitalis, who argued that 995
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Table Quarterly starting in September 1915.  Analysis of these articles shows that the Round 999

Table hoped the US would contribute to maintaining the post-war order. A Round Table 

contributor thought the “United States should abandon its traditional aloofness and undertake 

a full share of the burdens which will fall to the civilised Powers”.  Elsewhere, it was 1000

argued that “The British and American Commonwealths (sic!) are now together in that 

struggle [against despotism] and will stand together by the law of their being, once for 

all”.   1001

During the First World War, the centre of power was moving slowly westwards across the 

Atlantic. It was clear to the Round Tablers that Britain would have to rely on close 

collaboration with the United States.  Reports coming from Round Table members from 1002

Canada corroborated this. A Canadian member of the group wrote in 1916: “the war is 

inevitably having and its results will inevitably have the effect of making a new orientation in 

the west in respect of financial matters and we are looking and will look to Chicago and New 

York than, as we used to London for the money that we require and will continue to require 

for the development of the country”.   1003

The leading members of the Round Table, Lionel Curtis and Philip Kerr, were both aware of 

the obstacles that stood in the way of a perfect understanding between Britain and the United 

States. They identified American anti-colonialism as the main obstacle.  In 1916, Curtis 1004
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assessed the attitude of the US ambassador in London. The ambassador argued that the 

doctrine that people must govern themselves was “the one fundamental and unalterable fact of 

the policy and principle of the United States”. Curtis was not happy with this.  However, 1005

the reality was sobering. The British debt was enormous, and it was clear that Britain could 

counter neither the 1916 nor 1918 US naval construction programme.  1006

The Round Table attempted to downplay differences that existed between British and US 

views.  Round Tablers belonged to the group of British thinkers who, according to 1007

Cameron Watt, were “in search of possible America”, meaning that they hoped to establish 

relations with those groups in American politics, with which cooperation was most likely and 

most beneficial for British interests.  It seems that the work of the Round Table during the 1008

later stages of the war, and its immediate aftermath, needs to be understood as a consequence 

of the impression that there was no future management of global power relations that 

excluded the US.  

A rise in interest in the US was caused by the realisation that an alliance or close cooperation 

with the US would be necessary. This opinion was not held only by the pioneers of the IR. 

King’s College London modified its Imperial Studies, and from 1917 - 1918, Alfred Newton, 

who was a “Lecturer in Colonial History”, became “Lecturer in Colonial and American 

History”.  Most of the wartime time articles in the Round Table Quarterly written about the 1009
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US were penned by another historian - George Louis Beer. Nothing was left to chance. Beer, 

an American, had studied history in Oxford before the war under the supervision of the Beit 

Lecturer in Colonial History - Lionel Curtis, the Round Table’s leader.  Their connection 1010

was strong, and Curtis knew he could rely on Beer as there was no doubt about Beer’s attitude 

towards the British Empire. In a 1913 letter to Curtis, Beer declared, “I regard the 

permanency of the existing British Empire as a matter of vital concern to the civilisation of 

the world”.   1011

Beer wholeheartedly supported the idea of the Imperial Federation, which was, in his opinion, 

“in the best interest of humanity”. In a letter to Curtis, Beer claimed that “a closer 

understanding, and a possible alliance, between our two countries would be welcomed by 

many”.  The Round Table praised the US, which was no surprise. Albert Zimmern talked 1012

about a direct line from Plato to President Wilson.  Beer argued that Britain and the US 1013

shared an “identity of purpose”.  As the war went on, it became clear that the goal of the 1014

Round Table had to be modified. Changed power relations meant that even if the Empire went 

down the road of the reforms imagined by Curtis, the Empire alone could no longer secure its 

own stability. That is why Curtis hoped that the US would stand behind the peace settlement. 

As Alex May noted, the League of Nations was not structured in a way that would make the 
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Round Table happy. However, the group silenced its grievances because it understood that 

was the price that had to be paid to keep the Americans involved.  1015

The connection with Beer was intensive and consequential. At his request, during the war, the 

Round Table members supplied him with various press clippings, articles and books that he 

used to push their shared cause in the US.  Furthermore, Beer became a member of 1016

President Wilson’s Inquiry as the leading expert on colonial questions, and he used his 

position to introduce the Round Tablers to US policymakers. When the US peace delegation 

arrived in London in 1919, Beer took its leading members to meet with Curtis.   1017

By 1919, the Round Table group was facing increasingly serious financial problems.  1018

Moreover, the initial cause that kept the group together was progressively less and less seen as 

achievable. However, the 1919 Paris Peace Conference proved crucial for the group’s future. 

Both British and American delegations included not only representatives of their respective 

Foreign Ministries but also specialists recruited from various universities.  During the 1019

Peace Conference, the British and US delegation members met regularly in Paris. On May 

30th, during the meeting at the Hotel Majestic, Lionel Curtis presented his new plans to 

members of both delegations. He argued that the management of global affairs required 

coordination. The minutes of the meeting state: “for this purpose, the various bodies of 

 A. May, The Round Table, p. 188. 1015

 Ibid, p. 187.1016

 J. E. Kendle, The Round Table Movement, p. 258.1017

  A. Bosco, The Round Table Movement, p. 434. 1018

 Professors from various universities were members of the delegations through their war positions. For 1019

instance, the British historian Harold Temperley was a member of the British Military Section. Historian James 
Headlam-Morley served as an adviser to the Foreign Office. American historians and university professors 
served usually both as members of “Wilson’s Inquiry” and of the American Commission to Paris. This was the 
case with George Beer (historian of the British colonial system), James T. Shotwell (historian at Columbia 
University) and Archibald Cary Coolidge (Professor of Eastern European History at Harvard University).
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experts in the different countries should try to remain in touch with each other”. Curtis talked 

about unspecified “different countries”. In reality, he had only Britain and the US in mind. He 

proposed “that a committee of three American and three British members be appointed to 

prepare a scheme for the creation of an institute of international affairs”.  It seems that, in 1020

large part, Curtis’ motivation was the hope that, in this way, he could keep the US closer to 

Britain and British views.  

The declared vision of Curtis was to create institutions, with libraries and study rooms, where 

members would study international relations, and the results would be published and 

disseminated. It is worth remembering the work that Curtis did when he served as the Beit 

Lecturer in Colonial History. In a letter to a friend, Curtis admitted that he and his federalist 

friends did not want to know what “constituencies of the Empire were likely to accept”. If 

they wanted that, Curtis wrote, “we ought to have gone to politicians, and not, as we have 

consistently done, to Universities”. Instead, Curtis wanted to present the “real issues at stake” 

to the people. “That is exactly the kind of work which Universities exist to do”, Curtis 

observed.  Greater Britain was no longer a pursued objective. However, there was a new 1021

goal. Most importantly, the envisaged role of institutions remained unchanged. Institutions 

were there to guide public sentiments. This was not just a continuation of Curtis’ ideas. It 

aligned with the premises of the Round Table as a whole. We should remember that when the 

Round Table Quarterly was started, its goal was to spread “those facts, figures and ideas, 

which must become the commonplaces of public opinion”.   1022

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, “Memorandum - minutes of a meeting at the 1020

Hotel Majestic on Friday, May 30th”, “Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early Years and History 1918 - 
1981”, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1.

 Curtis wrote to Keith Feiling, a friend and historian. Bodleian Library, “The Round Table Papers”, MS. Eng. 1021

hist. c. 793, fol. 30 - 36. 

 A. May, The Round Table, pp. 76 - 77.1022
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With his new Institute dealing with international affairs, Curtis wanted to offer synthesised 

knowledge to officials, and forge a permanent link between “officials“ and “specialists”. His 

goal was to create a bond between the emerging class of experts and policymakers.  Seven 1023

days after the initial meeting, a committee was formed to “draft a scheme for creating an 

Institute of International Affairs”. Lionel Curtis and Whitney Shepardson, a member of the 

American delegation, served as Secretaries.  Shepardson, another student of Curtis, who 1024

would later become the director of the Rockefeller’s General Education Board, Woodrow 

Wilson Foundation and contribute to the creation of US foreign intelligence. Just like Beer, he 

studied history under Curtis in Oxford. The first name suggested for the new institute was: 

“The Institute of International Affairs founded at the Conference of Paris 1919”.  

The Institute was supposed to be a place where “a writer on foreign affairs can find ready to 

his hand the public papers of the various governments, maps upon which the latest 

geographical data are recorded, and the numerous books of reference he requires. He needs a 

place adapted for quiet study”.  Furthermore, it was proposed that the Institute should have 1025

two branches, one in the United Kingdom and one in the United States.  This two-branched 1026

vision was not accidental. Curtis created the whole scheme with the end goal of bringing the 

US closer to Britain.  

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, “Memorandum - minutes of a meeting at the 1023

Hotel Majestic on Friday, May 30th”.

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 1024

Years and History 1918 - 1981”, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1, “Notice, June 7, 1919”.

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 1025

Years and History 1918 - 1981, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1. “Report of the Provisional Committee appointed to 
prepare a Constitution, and select the original members of the British Branch of the Institute of International 
Affairs”, p. 4.

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 1026

Years and History 1918 - 1981, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1. “Report of the Committee Appointed by an informal 
meeting of persons attached to the British and American peace delegations at the Hotel Majestic on May 30th, 
1919”.
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The connection between officials and „specialists” was necessary, because it was „the most 

valuable factor in the production of sound public opinion. But their value would deteriorate 

unless steps were taken to keep them abreast of the facts and to enable them to think out the 

issues by discussion with each other(…) it was all important, therefore, to cultivate a public 

opinion in the various countries”.  The envisaged function of the Institute “should be 1027

similar to those of a university created for the study of international affairs”. The ambition 

was that “the Institute will provide something in the nature of post-graduate training”.  1028

Again, Curtis’s projects were vailed with the scientific vocabulary. Furthermore, the 

envisaged institute used the old Round Table methodology. The work should be done in 

groups that collect materials and data about identified problems and offer solutions expressed 

in reports.  

Scientific rhetoric, it seems, was there to prevent any analysis of the premises on which the 

Curtis’s worldview stood. In a 1938 letter to Philip Kerr, Curtis admitted that the Institute’s 

“scientific” methodology was a way to hide the clear agenda that the Round Table had. “The 

foundation of Chatham House was a necessary tactical change to effect the same strategic 

object,” Curtis wrote.  Even though Chatham House was no university, during the interwar 1029

period, it developed separate professorships attached to it. When the first International History 

Chair was created at the LSE, it was associated 50% with the LSE and 50% with the Chatham 

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, “Memorandum - minutes of a meeting at the 1027

Hotel Majestic on Friday, May 30th”. 

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, “Report of the Provisional Committee appointed 1028

to prepare a Constitution, and select the original members of the British Branch of the Institute of International 
Affairs”, p. 6. 

 I. Parmar, Think Tanks and Power in Foreign Policy: A Comparative Study of the Role and Influence of the 1029

Council on Foreign Relations and the Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1939-1945, London 2004, p. 60.
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House.  Price Chair in International Economics was set up in 1938.  Also, Abe Bailey 1030 1031

Professorship in Commonwealth Relations was established.  Both of these professorships 1032

were associated with the Chatham House, which was imagined almost as a university for 

international studies.  

It soon became apparent that the American branch of the Institute was essential to the whole 

idea of influencing international studies. The logic of the members of the British delegation 

was that interest in international affairs in the US was bound to increase, and the Institute 

could shape these developments.  This is why the “American Branch of the Institute of 1033

International Affairs” was created in Paris during the last days of the Paris Peace 

Conference.  However, the American Branch of the Institute of International Affairs never 1034

became more than an idea on paper. The concept of one institute with two branches was never 

finalised. Curtis continued his project in Britain and, in 1920, created the British Institute of 

International Affairs (BIIA). This Institute did some of the most important thinking on 

international politics in the interwar period.  It was also argued that the BIIA transformed 1035

“the way foreign policy was formulated, understood and practised”.   1036

 D. Stevenson, op. cit, p. 9.1030

 Allan G. B. Fisher was Chair’s first incumbent. See: A. G. B. Fisher, “International Problems of Economic 1031

Change”, International Affairs, Vol. 17. No. 2, 1938, pp. 147-167.

 A. Bosco, The Round Table Movement, p. 462. 1032

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 1033

Years and History 1918 - 1981, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1, “Report of the British members of the Joint Committee 
on the selection of original members of the Institute of International Affairs”. This unsigned document shows 
that the hope of the British delegation was that American branch of the Institute could influence both 
reorganisation of the US Department of State and to help remodel the study of history in American colleges. 

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 1034

Years and History 1918 - 1981, MC #104 “Typed document without title. Signed with pencil: “from Mr. Whitney 
Shepardson”, Box 34. Fol. 1.

 I. Parmar, “Anglo-American Elites in the Interwar Years: Idealism and Power in the Intellectual Roots of 1035

Chatham House and the Council on Foreign Relations”, International Relations, Vol 16, Issue 1, 2002, p. 53. 

 J. Cotton, “On the Chatham House project: interwar actors, networks, knowledge”, International Politics, 1036

Vol. 55, No. 2, 2017, p. 820. 
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Curtis was not only the founder but also the man who led the BIIA in its first years when the 

whole project faced many difficulties, primarily financial.  Even though the American 1037

branch was not developing as fast as Curtis had hoped, the East Coast's policy-making elites 

showed much interest in his plans. President Wilson’s press secretary and biographer, Ray 

Stannard Baker, said, “I am much interested in the American Institute of International Affairs 

and should think that there should be a fine field open to it. I have often thought that some 

body similar to the Round Table in England could make itself very useful in this country”.  1038

As Stannard Baker noted, new institutes were a variation on the theme of Round Table.   1039

The “American branch” was officially formed on 17 June 1919 in Paris. The development of 

the branch was put into the hands of a group of university professors - Dr James Brown Scoot, 

secretary of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Harvard professor A. C. 

Coolidge, and J. T. Shotwell from Columbia University. Soon, plans were made to merge the 

American branch with another recently founded institution with similar interests.  In 1921, 1040

after extensive negotiations, the American branch merged with the newly created Council on 

Foreign Relations of New York City.  The merger was justified by financial and 1041

organisational reasons, and to keep interested parties closer together. Despite initial plans to 

 A. Toynbee, Acquaintances, Oxford 1967, p. 141. Toynbee also noted that the BIIA was created by a man 1037

who spoke only English. Ibid, p. 134.

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 1038

Years and History 1918 - 1981, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1, “Ray Stannard Baker to Whitney Shepardson, Nov 3, 
1920”.

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 1039

Years and History 1918 - 1981”, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1, “Ray Stannard Baker to Whitney Shepardson, 
15.11.1920”; “S. G. Coolidge to Whitney Shepardson 17.11.1920”.

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 1040

Years and History 1918 - 1981”, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1, “American Institute of International Affairs - 
Memorandum, Nov 9 1920”.

 Princeton University - Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Council on Foreign Relation Records - Early 1041

Years and History 1918 - 1981”, MC #104 Box 34. Fol. 1, “Ray Stannard Baker to Whitney Shepardson, 
15.11.1920”; “S. G. Coolidge to Whitney Shepardson 17.11.1920”.
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keep the name “The American Institute of International Affairs”, the merger meant the new 

name was the Council on Foreign Relations.  

The creation of the US branch was seen as a mechanism to bring American decision-makers 

closer to their British counterparts. This only rose in importance after the US Congress rose 

against Wilson and refused to allow the US to enter the League of Nations. Curtis and Kerr 

realised that the British global position would have to be maintained in close collaboration 

with the US.  Therefore, the BIIA, like the previously envisaged two-branched institute, 1042

had the role of creating an “institutionalised” foreign policy elite.  It was noted that 1043

Chatham House belonged to a limited but influential group of Americophiles within British 

foreign policy elites. They saw in the US a partner with whom “Anglo-American world 

hegemony” could be established.  

Moreover, the recent experience in the US was interesting for Curtis and his Round Table 

friends because of the perceived capacity of the US to absorb masses of a heterogeneous 

population.  Despite the alleged allegiance to international prosperity and cooperation with 1044

the US, there cannot be any doubt where loyalty of Curtis lay. Like with the Beit and Rhodes 

Professorships, South African money financed large parts of Curtis’s latest scheme. Abe 

Bailey, a South African diamond tycoon and one of the most important financial supporters of 

the BIIA, argued that Curtis was “a true monk of the British Empire”.  Elsewhere, in a 1045

statement that accompanied his financial contribution to Chatham House, Bailey claimed: 

“Had Rhodes been alive, he would, I believe, have given them [Chatham House] the support 

 A. Bosco, The Round Table Movement, pp. 436, 438. 1042

 Ibid, p. 438. 1043

 Ibid, p. 462; I. Parmar, “Anglo-American Elites in the Interwar Years”, p. 68. 1044

 “Chatham House. Study of Foreign Relations”, Journal of the Royal Institute of International Affairs, Vol. 8, 1045

No. 5, 1929, p. 428.
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they need, and I think deserve. I am making this gift as the best way I can find of helping to 

realise the last and noblest of his [Rhodes’] dreams”.  International relations became 1046

institutionalised as a continuation of the Round Table’s imperial propaganda by other means.  

Just like with the principles of the Round Table and its magazine, the Round Table Quarterly, 

Curtis's goal was to influence public opinion. Since he first publicly proposed the idea of the 

Institute, Curtis saw its main power in shaping public opinion. In his view, the durability of 

the peace settlement “would depend upon how far public opinion in these countries would be 

right or wrong. Right public opinion was mainly produced by a small number of people in 

real contact with the facts who had thought out the issues involved”.  In the Institutes, 1047

according to Curtis’ vision, experts ought to analyse problems and look for solutions, which 

would be presented to the public in separate studies. Curtis hoped these studies would help 

shape public opinion, which would influence government policies. “The effect of such studies 

on the minds of a small body of experts will tend to reflect itself on the public opinions of the 

various countries. These public opinions determine the policies of the government answerable 

to them”.   1048

As we can see, public opinion was the key concept in the minds of the IR pioneers. It could be 

“cultivated”, and it was “produced” by a small number of “experts”. The “institutionalised 

elite was there to present real issues, to act as an authoritative guide and to translate the 

complexities of global politics to the public. Naturally, these “experts” who hid behind the 

 “Sir A. Bailey's Gift to the Royal Institute”, Journal of the Royal Institute of International Affairs, Vol. 8, No. 1046

1, 1929, p. 4.

 “Memorandum - minutes of a meeting at the Hotel Majestic on Friday, May 30th”. 1047

 “Report of the Committee Appointed by an informal meeting of persons attached to the British and American 1048

peace delegations at the Hotel Majestic on May 30th, 1919”. Curtis’ motivation probably also lay in the fact that 
he claimed that the most members of the British Delegation in Paris did not know much about foreign affairs. 
The only exception were the members of the Foreign Office, professional like Eyre Crowe. J. Cotton, op. cit, p. 
822. 
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academic titles, and their purportedly unbiased thinking, imbued their world views with their 

agendas. As Stephen Wertheim noted since the latter half of the nineteenth century, “public 

opinion claim-making ascended to the centres of power in international politics”.  The 1049

concept of public opinion entered the vocabulary of those who attempted to construct 

international society as a legalistic project.  Of course, public opinion was never clearly 1050

defined. The power was in the hands of those who interpreted who counted as public opinion 

and had the ambition to mould it. With good reason, in 1948, Hans Morgenthau claimed that 

public opinion is little more than an opinion of the one who claims to be its interpreter.   1051

 S. Wertheim, „Reading the International Mind International Public Opinion in Early Twentieth Century 1049

Anglo-American Thought”, in: The Decisionist Imagination Sovereignty, Social Science, and Democracy in the 
20th Century
ed: D. Bessner and N. Guilhot, New York 2018, pp. 30-31.

 Ibid. 1050

 Morgenthau wrote „when a nation invokes “world public opinion” or “the conscience of mankind” in order 1051

to assure itself, as well as other nations, that its international policies meet the test of standards shared by men 
everywhere, it appeals to nothing real … world public opinion becomes the mythical arbiter who can be counted 
upon to support one’s own, as well as everybody else’s, aspirations and actions”. H. Morgenthau, Politics Among 
Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, New York 1948, 206. Quoted from S. Wertheim, op. cit. 
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9. Conclusion 

The understanding of the “public” utilised by the pioneers of the IR and other disciplinary 

innovators can be summarised in the following way: it was understood as the collective 

opinion, the common understanding of concepts and problems most relevant to society. It 

implied that the majority shared particular preferences and evaluations. There were two key 

facts about the “public”. Firstly, it could be shaped and guided to lean towards one rather than 

another interpretation of contemporary events. If one could push the general population 

towards particular views, that would render specific kinds of policies possible. It could even 

make certain kinds of policies highly likely. Secondly, the advent of democracy and general 

suffrage meant that the decisions about the future depended on the general population's 

consent. The age of mass politics arrived. 

The pioneering practitioners of disciplines analysed in this dissertation were never ready to 

oppose democracy, but they were equally not prepared to leave the public to get their own 

conclusions. More research is needed to corroborate the following, but the disciplinary 

innovators inadvertently contributed to long-lasting stereotypes about the irrationality of the 

public, about its incapacity to reason straight and to anti-democratic sentiments in general. 

One of the Round Table interlocutors from the US was Walter Lippmann, writer and political 

commentator. Lippmann, who introduced the modern meaning to the term “stereotype”, spent 

decades writing about the complex relationship between emotions and the mass politics of 

modern democracies. He saw a paradox in the fact that democracy meant that everyone could 

engage, but few knew details about public policies.  What troubled him was “light of the 1052

 E. Van Rythoven „Walter Lippmann, emotion, and the history of international theory”, International Theory 1052

(2021), pp. 2 - 3. 
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discovery that opinion can be manufactured”.  As Van Rythoven notes, “Lippmann is 1053

commonly regarded as one of the most vociferous critics of democratic politics in the 20th 

century”. The big question was, who creates images in our heads? “We are told about the 

world before we see it”, Lippmann argued. He assumed that “for the most part we do not first 

see, and then define, we define first and then see”.  The role of the observer and interpreter 1054

was vital. If we ponder who was able to aspire for the position of an observer who would 

interpret for the public, another fact about the Empire emerges. The careful reader will note 

that, with the exception of Lillian Knowles, scientific innovators were white men. In other 

words, the portraits that accompany the text present only elderly white men, which points to 

what some researchers called “unholy trinity of race, class and gender”.  

Today, geography, imperial history, economic history, and IR are well-established areas of 

scientific research. At present, in Great Britain, it is possible to pursue a bachelor's degree in 

geography, economic history and IR. Numerous universities have departments dedicated to 

these fields. Imperial history has matured in the sense that what used to be called imperial 

history has often evolved into the broader world, global or commonwealth history. However, 

at least in one place, pursuing a master's programme in “imperial and global studies” is still 

possible. Graduate programmes in all four of these fields are well established. What is true for 

Britain also applies to large parts of the world. Moreover, one can even argue that the study of 

these four fields is an important part of the modern social sciences complex. During the past 

one hundred years, each of the areas of knowledge studied in this thesis has developed their 

own professional associations and established journals and annual conferences. 

 Ibid, p. 6.1053

 W. Lippmann, Public Opinion, London [1922] 1927, pp. 90, 81.1054
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This research was an attempt to go back in time to the moment when these fields started to 

professionalise and institutionalise. In a relatively short period of time, roughly from 1890 to 

1920, these four fields emerged within British universities and curriculums, where they have 

stayed ever since. The goal of this project was to analyse this transformation. I aimed to 

answer the question of who the disciplinary pioneers were and why they oriented their 

disciplines towards particular sets of problems. Moreover, I wanted to uncover what kinds of 

tensions provoked scientific innovations. The intention was to expose forces that guided these 

pioneering practitioners. My ambition was to unveil why these individuals decided to study 

what they studied. Lastly, my objective was to unwrap why they created chairs, institutes and 

lectureships and to find out with what kind of values they imbued their sciences.  

The four case studies in this thesis show that what is called a discipline (or a field or a branch 

of study) is not one single unchangeable entity. Content is constantly redrawn, and the scope 

of the study is changing. Above all, we can conclude that these four disciplines were not 

defined or carved out as independent because the pioneering practitioners were motivated by 

purely academic rationale. The newly created disciplines were not in any way the natural 

outcome of developing research. On the contrary, these innovations hoped to bring change 

and repurpose science. These disciplines did not aim to codify what was already there. Rather, 

they emerged as a response and in opposition to the contemporary state of scientific affairs. It 

is futile to talk about different strands of research if we do not talk about the individuals who 

guide it, who determined what is worthy of being known and what was actually studied. I 

assumed that the basis of this research should focus on the founding fathers of these 

disciplines. In the core parts of the thesis, I have attempted to justify that approach. I can 

conclude that the study of disciplines is fruitless if it is not, at least in part, grounded in the 

study of practitioners. There is no way to understand what a discipline is without an intimate 
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knowledge of the individuals who operate within it. The focus on the first practitioners 

enables us to uncover what hidden structures governed the way in which they perceived the 

world, which in turn prompted them to act in specific ways.  

The overarching characteristic of the pioneers scrutinised in this thesis is their shared politics. 

In the context of the whole dissertation, the focus on personal histories allows us to note that a 

particular group of like-minded individuals strongly spurred innovations in the social 

sciences. That is to say, the changes across the four different disciplines were put into effect 

by the same people, reform-oriented imperialists. Furthermore, most of them were closely 

aligned, publicly or intimately, with the Conservative party. The innovations were guided by 

those men whose greatest loyalty was towards the Empire and who hoped to see the Empire 

reformed.  They could have been clearer what kind of reform they envisaged, but in their 

view, the only alternative to reform was the collapse of the Empire. Moreover, these 

disciplines were erected in such a way as to promote that reform and make it possible. The 

reform was presented as beneficial and necessary.  

The conclusions of the pioneers were, however, not static. Mackinder started as a navalist and 

ended as a proponent of land-based power. The pioneers of economic history supported free 

trade in the 1880s. However, over time they became the most aggressive proponents of 

protectionism. Even the scope of their research evolved. The Beit Chair of Colonial History 

was created to study the so-called “white” Empire. Yet the second Beit Professor made his 

career as an Africanist. Despite deviations, one thing remained constant. All the pioneers, 

without exception, acted within the framework of a conviction that they lived in new and 

volatile times and that the safety of the Empire was in danger. They pointed all of their 

energies and, in a majority of cases, their careers, to fight for the survival of the Empire.  
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This specific climate of opinion binds all the pioneers. Moreover, a comparative approach 

allows us to note that these individuals contributed to the development of more than one 

discipline. This indicates that they were more interested in new kinds of knowledge, or new 

kinds of knowledge production, rather than in a particular area of expertise. Charles Lucas 

supported the creation of both imperial history and geography. Mackinder created the first 

school of geography and participated in the turn towards the study of international politics. 

Moreover, as the director of the LSE, he oversaw the creation of the first economic history 

lectureship. The Round Table group was instrumental in the formation of both imperial 

history and IR.  

Furthermore, we can note close personal connections among the pioneers in numerous 

instances. They shared ideological convictions and political loyalties. Without any doubt, the 

majority can be described as social-Darwinists, for whom conflict was a natural and eternal 

state. According to them, the Empire had an intrinsic value that was never questioned. The 

worth of the Empire was never expressed through numbers or in any other quantifiable way. A 

future without the Empire was unimaginable. Society was seen as an organism and not only as 

an assemblage of individuals. 

Perhaps nothing shows the similarities between the pioneers as much as the careers of Halford 

Mackinder and William Hewins - two Oxonians, members of the same clubs,  who served 

firstly as the first two directors of the LSE and later as the Members of Parliament on the 

Conservative benches.  Even if the pioneers were supporters of the Liberal party at the 

beginning of the period covered by this thesis, they all ended up as Conservatives. If the 

official tactics of the Round Table were to avoid party politics at all costs and to present as 

Page  of 304 353



bipartisan, the official affiliation of the disciplinary pioneers with the Conservatives would be 

even stronger.  

These specific points of overlap among the pioneers are worthy of detailed scrutiny, not only 

because of how important these disciplines came to be or how influential these professorships 

and institutes have become. This research allows us to understand better how these disciplines 

came to be and to note how many of the conclusions and categories that pioneers made 

silently spilled over into the decades that followed. However, that was not my primary goal. 

Even more important is that a study focused in this way offers us a window onto a specific 

historical situation. On the one hand, we can inquire what sort of conditions allowed these 

individuals to do what they did, and on the other, what the logic was behind their actions. On 

the whole, the belief that creating new scientific disciplines could save the Empire from 

global turbulence seems naive. However, it is worthy of analysis.  

An unpredictable future and gloomy forecasts gave rise to the quest for new kinds of 

knowledge. The quest for scientific innovation was fuelled by uncertainty. The fear of the 

future was the dilemma that made them act. The advantage of comparative studies is that we 

can see in four examples how problems identified by the practitioners shaped their disciplines. 

The focus on the individuals suggests that the desire for imperial reform undoubtedly 

predated the wish to create or improve existing sciences. They first realised that there were 

problems to be dealt with and only later became scientific innovators. Subsequently, their 

science promised and aimed to offer practical knowledge that statesmen could use. In all case 

studies, this is evident, which is why I have claimed that they were not so much discoverers of 

facts as they were discoverers of problems.  
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Consequently, their language is saturated with grandiose and universal presumptions. They 

were honest in their hope of finding universal laws. They strived to uncover rules that guided 

the rise and fall of the Great Powers. They were not the first ones with this ambition, but they 

tried to do it differently. More research needs to be done, but I believe it was exactly this that 

later prompted a protege of Lionel Curtis, Arnold Toynbee, to embark on his decade-long 

quest, which produced A Study of History. Mackinder used every effort to get hold of these 

universally valid principles, just like the economic and imperial historians. However, their 

ambitious plans had additional motivation. This hidden part of their agenda points to their 

actual goals.  

These disciplines were not confined to within university walls. They targeted broad audiences 

even if there were differences in their approaches. Unlike geography and imperial history, 

which hoped to reach all children in the country, IR and economic history mostly had a public 

opinion and expert audiences in mind. However, all the disciplines were constructed to make 

an impression and hoped to bring closer practitioners and decision-makers. That is true for all 

four fields that I have studied. Their promises were made not only because the pioneers 

actually worked on discovering universal laws, but also because this grandeur sought to 

legitimise their projects, and in turn, their politics. Their dramatic language, where the only 

alternatives were imperial dissolution or a prosperous and powerful Empire, hoped to divert 

attention and secure their interlocutors' acquiescence. Both their diagnostic assessments, 

where they pointed to the magnitude of problems and trends of deterioration, and their 

forecasting prognostics, where they pointed to only two alternatives, were subordinated to 

their reformist agenda.  
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They were aware that they lived in a new age of mass politics. In turn, this strongly affected 

their actions in two different but interconnected ways. Firstly, the expansion of the franchise 

aroused fear about the potential anti-imperial attitude of the working classes. This was one of 

the key reasons why the general population was targeted. A properly planned curriculum 

could not fail to inspire the patriotism they believed. Their faith in the transformative force of 

education was strong. It should come as no surprise that many pioneers were associated with 

the university extension programmes during the 1880s, during which they aimed to bring 

higher education closer to those who could not afford it.  

Moreover, the desire to influence the general population was one of the key reasons for 

institutionalisation. At no point did any of the pioneers claim that without institutions they 

could not do their research. They needed neither laboratories, nor official titles to do their 

work. Moreover, the pioneers produced articles and books about their respective fields before 

the first chairs, lectureships and institutes were created. Furthermore, they never argued that 

institutions would bring about better science and at no point did they claim their work was 

better after institutionalisation. Institutions were there for legitimacy and prestige.  

Additionally, institutions enabled contact with an ever larger number of students. Universities 

offered the chance to be in touch with coming generations. Institutionalisation was at the same 

time about the creation of posts that enabled pioneers to promote their political content. This 

content imbued with the legitimacy of an academic background was supposed to disarm their 

opponents. They were right because this research confirms their assumptions. The chapter 

about imperial history suggests that targeting history students had its own logic, as history 

was the most popular subject. If universities offered a gateway to the mainstream, then history 
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was one subject that allowed contact with the largest possible number of individuals. 

Furthermore, historians from Oxford usually ended up high up in the political hierarchy. 

Most pioneers could be described as racists, and their worldview was anglo-centric. As 

Arnold Toynbee noticed once, Lionel Curtis created the British Institute of International 

Affairs, and yet he spoke only English. For Curtis, already at Calais different race began.  1055

The pioneers saw the world clearly, with the global colour line running through it. There is a 

plethora of evidence that corroborates this. For instance, Mackinder’s diaries are full of 

references to “niggers”.  The member of the Round Table ranked states according to their 1056

level of civilisation and envisaged international order in which different civilisational levels 

meant different levels of rights in the international system.    1057

Around 1914, the British Empire consisted of around four hundred and thirty million 

inhabitants. However, the British governments prior to 1914 were always formed by parties 

that won fewer than two million, five hundred thousand votes. Men with voting rights in 

Britain were in charge. The academic pioneers recognised this. The imperial system was 

already hierarchical in such a way that the implementation of the reform the pioneers 

envisaged did not require the consent of the majority of the Empire's inhabitants. Even though 

they hoped to change policies that affected the entire Empire, they worked to secure the 

acquiescence only of those who had the right to vote. New disciplines had a global scope of 

analysis, but the goal was to disseminate conclusions in Britain. Despite their inherent racism, 

their opponents were not colonial nationalists. This is why they focused on Britain, even 

though they wanted to change the entire Empire. Their greatest enemy was the “Little 

 A. Toynbee, Acquaintances, Oxford 1967, pp. 134, 144.1055

 Interestingly, as Kearns noted, some of these mentions were converted to “negroes”, when either Mackinder 1056

or his wife prepared diaries for publication. G. Kearns, Geopolitics and Empire, p. 108.

 Bodleian Library, The Round Table Papers, MS. Eng. Hist. c. 780, fol. 5 - 8. 1057

Page  of 308 353



Englander” at home. Their main opponents were among enfranchised men in Britain. In other 

words, other white men. As Moses and Knutsen argued, “not only is knowledge power, but, 

more important, power is knowledge. Power determines what counts as knowledge”.  1058

Above everything else, the reformist projects, and the audiences whose acquiescence was 

needed, determined the scope of the new disciplines. If Scheler was right when he argued that 

all knowledge is determined by the society and its specific structure, in the case of new 

disciplines under scrutiny in this thesis, we can see how the unequal - we can also say racial - 

the structure of the Empire predetermined the orientation of the knowledge-making 

processes.  1059

With this in mind, it is not difficult to understand why there was no meritocracy when the 

decisions were made about who was to be appointed to a specific position. Institutions offered 

permanent positions, and it was essential to be loyal to the cause. Experience and knowledge 

were no guarantee that one would get a job. This is evident in all case studies. 

We should not judge the expertise of the pioneers by twenty-first-century scientific standards. 

After all, Sidney Low was the only pioneer of imperial history that was a trained historian. 

Lionel Curtis, the architect of IR, studied classics and spoke no language other than English. 

However, in many cases, even when there were candidates for positions with relevant 

experience, their politics mattered most. The individuals selected to occupy the first positions 

in imperial history, economic history and IR were known supporters of the reformist cause. 

This selectivity was possible due to the fact that many of the institutions created during this 

time were under extra-institutional control. The Round Table effectively controlled the Beit 

Chair and later Chatham House. The Rhodes Chair was connected officially with the Imperial 

 J. W. Moses, T. L. Knutsen, Ways of Knowning - Competing Methodologies in Social and Political Research, 1058

p. 226.

 M. Scheler, Problems of a Sociology of Knowledge, London 2013, p. 67.1059

Page  of 309 353



Studies Committee, and, much more importantly, even though unofficially, with the Rhodes 

Trust.  

Institutionalisation requires money. An important question that emerges is who stood behind 

these projects financially. For a definite conclusion, more study is needed. However, at least 

when it comes to the four disciplines under scrutiny in this thesis, I can confidently say that 

South African mining magnates financed many of the innovations. It was too early for South 

African money when Mackinder made his first steps with geography. However, the Rhodes 

Trust supported Mackinder financially in 1908 when he decided to leave the LSE and pursue 

a life in party politics. It is possible to imagine that without South African money and the Beit 

and Rhodes Trusts, there would be no imperial history. The Round Table attempted and hoped 

to be self-sufficient. However, they never managed to finance themselves through magazine 

subscriptions. The Rhodes Trust, of which many Round tablers were trustees, supported the 

Round Table from its earliest days until Chatham House was created. The Chatham House 

was financed by another South African mining tycoon, Abe Bailey. The battle for economics 

was over before South African money started to orient itself towards imperial endowments. 

That should not stop us from pondering, would Alfred Marshall have achieved supremacy if 

South African money had been available in the 1880s? In other words, would “economic 

orthodoxy” have won in Britain if their opponents could create their own chairs, in the way in 

which the Beit and Rhodes Professorships emerged?  

My goal in every chapter has been to show how the scope of the research of the disciplinary 

pioneers revolved around the problems their research hoped to solve. I have attempted to 

point to the dynamics between the problems they tackled and their scientific product. In these 

parts of the chapters, I insist on how important it is to see them not just as imperialists but as 
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imperial reformers. The conclusions of their science always justified their calls for change. I 

believe I was best able to demonstrate the creative tension between their goals and their 

politics in the parts where I explained why they turned towards history. Both economic and 

imperial historians turned towards the past, confident that this was a requirement for a better 

imperial future. History was seen as a reservoir of wisdom that pointed to past lessons that 

should be heeded. Contemporary issues represented an axis around which the past revolved.  

The goal was to show what the Empire should and should not do to prolong its existence. This 

is why imperial history and economic history focused on different periods. They both pointed 

to the lessons of the past but to different lessons. Economic historians argued that 

contemporary British economic dogmas were an aberration. They turned to the past to show 

that there were different and forgotten traditions of British economic thought that should be 

revived. In turn, they mostly studied the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Imperial 

history, above everything else, focused on the history of intra-imperial relations. Accordingly, 

they studied the American Revolution and the nineteenth century. This made imperial history 

the most contemporary oriented branch of history at the time. 

The studied individuals were innovators, but as I show, their disciplinary metamorphosis was 

not without its role-models. The period covered in this thesis was a time of growing scientific 

specialisation in numerous countries. In part, the institutionalisation of new and already 

existing strands of research should also be seen as a response to parallel events occurring 

elsewhere in Europe and the US. The pioneers were inspired by scientific developments 

outside of Britain. Mackinder was immensely inspired by German geography and the 

geographical institutes established in Austria-Hungary and the US. The pioneers of imperial 

history often pointed out that empires were already the object of specialised study in France 

and Germany.  
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Furthermore, economic history developed in Germany and the US before the first economic 

history lectureship was established in Britain. The intensity of these foreign influences was 

different across disciplines. Mackinder and the majority of the pioneers of economic history 

spoke fluent German. In these cases, we can even label this process as the adaptation of 

German science for British needs. It seems that imperial historians were not as much 

influenced by developments elsewhere. However, all justified their projects with the fact that 

similar studies happened elsewhere. They believed that it was convincing to argue if other 

Great Powers do it, Britain should as well.  

This perspective brings us to another important conclusion. In the first three case studies, in 

large parts, we witness scientific imports. Britain is not the pioneer in these disciplines. 

Geography, imperial and economic history became parts of the university curriculum in 

Britain only after it had, in some shape, already happened elsewhere. In contrast, IR seems 

uniquely British in a way other disciplines are not. With this in mind, the emergence of IR 

looks like the adaptation of previous disciplinary practices to a new reality where Britain 

could not continue influencing global politics without allies.  

The pioneers of the institutionalised study of IR were among the most vocal proponents of 

imperial reform before 1914. Moreover, they participated in the creation of new disciplines, 

most notably imperial history. However, the changes brought about by the Great War forced 

them to reconsider their goals. Imperial reform was no longer possible. In other words, what 

guided earlier scientific innovation disappeared. When the dreams of Greater Britain came to 

an abrupt end, they still stuck to their disciplinary tactics. They decided to study existing 

problems and offer solutions. However, the intended audience for this knowledge was now in 
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two different countries. This is why we need to have in mind that the concept of the first 

institute dedicated to the study of international politics emerges as a bi-national institution. IR 

in Britain emerged with the goal of keeping Britain as close as possible to the US. The 

alliance with the US, a coalition of English-speaking peoples, was the next best thing to 

Greater Britain.  

The disciplinary pioneers claimed that the study of the British Empire is a “world study”. 

Even before the emergence of IR, the studied disciplinary pioneers focused their disciplines 

towards areas wider than Britain or Europe. In a way, their approach brought social sciences 

closer to global coverage. It seems that there were a few reasons for this. The end of the Age 

of Exploration and the technological innovations meant that the world was much more tightly 

connected than ever before. That is why the focus on the entirety of the globe made more 

sense than the focus on individual parts. The prevalent social Darwinism additionally fuelled 

the understanding of the world as one “organism”. This broader, if not always global 

coverage, made further sense for imperial historians due to their belief that focusing on the 

individual parts of the Empire would give rise to individual identities, and this was the last 

thing they desired.  

The abandonment of the exclusive focus on Britain seems to have one additional point of 

origin. The pioneers, especially the first practitioners of economic history, turned towards 

comparison to show that Britain was not doing well. In the words of Mackinder, one should 

“consider the relative position of the whole world, not dealing with the condition of this 

country as compared with what it was in the time of King Alfred”. If we consider this in light 

of the growing interest in the US that blossomed only after the outbreak of the Great War, 

there is one possible conclusion. The interest for the entirety of the globe, and therefore the 
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shifting of focus from Britain to the wider world, was not only motivated by imperial 

considerations. Moreover, it came as a realisation of the relative weakness of Britain.   

The goals of the disciplinary pioneers were never achieved. The Empire was never reformed 

along the lines they envisaged. Nevertheless, we can indeed say that they created a vast 

scientific and institutional legacy. They successfully pushed four specific areas of knowledge 

towards disciplinary independence. It is fascinating that all the institutions they created still 

exist today. I hope that the value of this research transgresses these specific disciplines. 

Science can and should be studied just like any other human product. This research shows that 

disciplines are not natural categories that are pre-given in any way. Moreover, it is hard to 

study disciplines without, in part, studying individuals convincingly.  

The fear about the future and the desire to use science because of a conviction that science can 

guide reforms, appear to be powerful motivators for academic innovations. When looking at 

the formation of disciplines, a comparative approach proves much greater utility than 

individual studies. Without comparison, I would not have understood how the innovators' 

goals shaped their science, nor what prompted them to act. This study is not without its 

limitations. There is much future potential in a wider analysis of all disciplinary changes in 

Britain in this period or a comparative study of these four disciplines across the world as it 

would no doubt yield more insights into knowledge production. 
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