
Historians as Imperialists 

SOME ROOTS OF BRITISH IMPERIAL HISTORY 
1880-1900 

I N 1915 Sir Charles Lucas, President of the Royal Colonial Institute, 
launched the Imperial Studies Movement under the aegis of the Univer-
sity of London. With a panel of university teachers it arranged for the 
delivery and publication of lectures around the country. By 1920 there 
was the Beit chair at Oxford, the Rhodes chair at London and the Vere 
Harmsworth chair at Cambridge, all filled by historians of the empire. 
The end of the decade saw the first volume of the Cambridge History of 
the British Empire published. It was perhaps understandable that 
H.A.L. Fisher should refer in 1928 to the 'imperialist and Tory wave' in 
historiography. By the twenties British imperial history was established 
and it owed much to the educational system having been used in the 
interests of imperial unity, as J.G. Greenlee has shown.1 

I should like to examine the origins of British imperial history in the 
late nineteenth century in order to make the links between that phase and 
the establishment of the school in the twentieth century. The writers of 
the 1920s—Newton, Lucas, Egerton, Holland Rose—acknowledge J.R. 
Seeley's lectures on the Expansion of England as the starting point. But 
Seeley's lectures were published some forty years before, in 1883. His 
work has to be placed in the context of late nineteenth-century imper-
ialism and the way in which historians were affected by it. German 
historians became caught up in nationalism and served it through their 
writings.2 Did imperialism have a similar effect in Britain? If so, why was 
its impact in university imperial history apparently delayed? 

Historians, unfortunately, commonly led lives which were obscure and 
uneventful. It is therefore best to start by introducing some British 
historians of the 1860s. 

1 H.A.L. Fisher, The Whig Historians, London, 1928; J .G. Greenlee, 'A Succession of 
Seeleys: 'The "Old School" Re-examined', Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth 
History, IV, 3 (1976), 266-82 and 'Imperial Studies and the Unity of the Empire ' , VII, 3 
(1979), 321-35. 

2 A. Ascher, 'Professors as Propagandists: the Politics of the Kathedersozialisten', 
Journal of Central European Affairs, XXIII (1963), 282-302; C.E. McClelland, The Ger-
man Historians and England: A Study in Nineteenth Century Views, Cambridge, 1971. 
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George I established the Regius chairs of history at Oxford and Cam-
bridge universities to train young men for the public service. The extent 
of the training was limited after 1859 at Oxford when attendance at the 
professor's lectures ceased to be obligatory. The incumbent, Goldwin 
Smith, was deeply engaged in current controversies—even his historical 
writings 'were of the nature of political pamphlets'—and resigned his 
position in 1866, moving to the United States and later Canada.3 First 
among the contenders for his chair was the Reverend William Stubbs. 
Stubbs secured the appointment chiefly on account of the correctness of 
his religious views. Still, he made, of course, a famous contribution to 
research and scientific method in history. He has been termed 'the first 
trained historian to hold the post'.4 

Second among the contenders was J.A. Froude. He, however, 
laboured under two disabilities. The first was religious since he left 
Exeter College under a cloud, the Rector having burned one of his books 
as heretical. The second and more recent was that his widely acclaimed 
work on the history of the English Reformation had been attacked by 
Goldwin Smith, who wrote: 'it may stand very high in the estimation of 
those who look in a history only for interest and excitement, but it can-
not stand high in the estimation of those who look in a history above all 
things for the t ru th ." Froude had to wait a quarter of a century before he 
secured the chair. 

E.A. Freeman, the third of the candidates, had none of Froude's 
literary grace but was perhaps even a more formidable controversialist 
than Smith, as Froude himself was to learn. Freeman had set to work to 
write a History of the Norman Conquest to arm himself for appointment 
to this Modern History post.6 There was no agreement as to when 
Modern History began. Freeman favoured the Call of Abraham, but 
chose something more recent on this occasion. His sources were the 
chronicles—never manuscripts—and his interests exclusively political. 
'History is past politics and politics is present history', he said.' Perhaps 
in carrying out this dictum, he followed his failure at Oxford by standing 
for Parliament in the Liberal interest at the 1868 election. On the plat-
form he introduced, his biographer tells us, 'historical allusions which 
were beyond the understanding of his audience'. Despite his defeat he 
remained a firm Gladstonian throughout his life. 

Charles Pearson, the last of this group of candidates for the Regius 
chair, published his Early and Middle Ages in England in 1862. He was 
for a time Professor at King's College, London, and had been active in 
helping to establish socialist co-operatives and the London Working 

3 C .H . Firth, Modern History in Oxford 1841-1918, Oxford, 1920, p.13. 
4 G.P . Gooch, History and Historians of the Nineteenth Century, London, 1913, 

p.318. 
5 W . H . Dunn, James Anthony Froude, II, London 1963, 268. 
6 W.R .W. Stephens, Life and Letters of Edward A. Freeman, I, London, 1895, 335. 
7 J . Bryce, Studies in Contemporary Biography, London, 1903, p.268. 
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Men's College. After his failure to secure the Oxford chair he took a 
fellowship at Trinity College and then, in 1871, left for Australia taking a 
lectureship at the University of Melbourne. He subsequently became the 
Victorian Minister of Education. 

If we look now at Cambridge, in 1869 J.R. Seeley succeeded to Charles 
Kingsley's Regius chair of modern history. Seeley himself admitted that 
he 'had never studied a single period of modern history critically in the 
original sources. . . . " The crucial consideration of Gladstone in select-
ing him was that Seeley could address himself to the religious difficulties 
of the day at two levels. Seeley, firstly, saw no necessary conflict between 
science and Christianity, both of which were higher laws regulating the 
universe and giving self-knowledge and freedom. Positivism, based on 
observable phenomena, was so dominant in the intellectual world— 
irresistibly triumphant was his phrase—that he saw it as one of his tasks 
to marry it to Christianity. History was regulated by laws and was predic-
tive—it was scientific in the contemporary use—and it also had moral 
purpose. H.A.L. Fisher remarked that Seeley could not see the distinc-
tion between the statesman's history concerned with problems and the 
moralist's history concerned with the great drama of human progress.' It 
was not so much that Seeley could not see the distinction, it was rather 
that he refused to accept it. And this is the second point. In his mind both 
thrusts, the statesman's and the moralist's, came together in politics. 
'Polities', he said later, 'are vulgar when they are not liberalised by 
history and history fades into mere literature when it loses sight of its 
relation to practical politics'.10 The emphasis in the study of history at 
Cambridge, so long focussed on the ancient world, started to shift under 
his influence to modern, even contemporary, politics. The Historical 
Tripos, started at Cambridge in 1873, was marked by broad periodiza-
tion and general ideas. Some critics thought it too general to be anything 
other than superficial and Seeley certainly discouraged the study of 
original documents. 

Seeley, Pearson, Freeman and Froude were men in their thirties and 
forties, leading members of the 'national intelligentsia'. Their historical 
knowledge tended to be broad rather than specialized and they were, by 
training if not inclination, ancient historians as much as modern. Univer-
sity history—and that meant largely in the older universities since few 
provincial chairs had been founded—was only starting to emerge as a 
scholarly pursuit. In the sixties it was still felt necessary to bolster it with 
the more rigorous discipline of law. The problem was popularity 
—history was a topic for light reading rather than serious study. Even 
after the establishment of history schools at both Oxford and Cambridge 
in the seventies it remained an undergraduate study without research 

8 S. Rothblatt, The Revolution of the Dons, London, 1968, p.176. 
9 H.A.L. Fisher, 'Sir John Seeley', Fortnightly Review, XL (1896), 190. 

10 J .R. Seeley, The Expansion of England, London, 1925, p.193. 
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orientation. 
There is no denying that the period from about 1850 to 1880 was a time 

of major change in Oxford and Cambridge, encouraged by frequent 
commissions of enquiry. The likelihood became greater that the student 
would be middle-class and the direction of his studies professional rather 
than liberal. The balance between the university and the colleges shifted 
slightly so that the university had more resources, although Regius pro-
fessors still deplored their limited influence on the syllabus. The estab-
lishment of history schools and a more precise, careful, even Germanic 
approach to the subject became clearer, but progress was slow. It could 
scarcely be otherwise: Seeley remained Regius Professor until 1895; 
Stubbs was followed at Oxford by Freeman and Froude which also takes 
us to the mid-nineties. 

This then was the academic world into which British Imperial History 
was born. Born is the correct word for there is tolerable agreement that 
Seeley's lectures of 1881 on 'The Expansion of England' were the start-
ing point. His work was not based on detailed research for he preferred 
the broad generalization. 'He swept the whole heaven with his telescope.' 
Yet, adds Peter Burroughs, 'when other imperial historians came to 
investigate the same field in more detail and employ the techniques of 
modern historical research, the approach and framework of ideas estab-
lished by Seeley were readily adopted and soon became the prevailing 
characteristics of this new area of historical enquiry' ." 

The dual nature of Seeley's thought—history as both religion and 
science—comes through these lectures. They have a high moral tone; his-
torians were to be a state priesthood and the universities seminaries of 
politicians. A Liberal himself, he fashioned a road along which Liberals 
could travel to empire. He would have no part of the imperialism of 
'Oriental Bombast' . He dismissed the idea that 'the vastness of the 
Empire necessarily proves some invincible heroism or supernatural 
genius for government . . . ' . '2 Indeed to avoid the charge he adopted 
Dilke's usage and referred to 'Greater Britain' rather than the Empire. 

The second aspect of Seeley's lectures may be seen as an inheritance 
from positivism. He was constructing 'a science of politics with history 
as the backbone'. The core notion here was that Greater Britain was not 
an empire but rather an enlarged state with the people of Victoria as 
much members as the people of Kent. Historians served that state by 
helping it to understand its past and its future—to allow it 'to be wise 
before the event'. Its future was to be in closer union—imperial federa-
tion—of Britain itself and the white settlement colonies. He discussed 
India at length but it was in a separate category. It was an Oriental 
empire but 'it will not drag us down or infect us at home with Oriental 

11 P. Burroughs, ' John Robert Seeley and British Imperial History' , Journal of Com-
monwealth and Imperial History, I (January 1973), 208-9. 

12 J .R. Seeley, The Expansion of England, p.342. 
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notions on methods of government. . . . It is self-supporting and is held 
at arm's length in such a way that our destiny is not very closely entangl-
ed with its own."3 Greenlee claims that Seeley did not share some con-
temporaries' faith in notions of racial destiny.14 Still, it is clear enough 
that, although the rhetoric of race flowers later, the underlying racial 
distinction, which was to make imperial history focus on the white settle-
ment colonies, was present in Seeley. 

Seeley's lectures were published in 1883. They were widely acclaimed, 
although there were dissenting voices. Creighton, soon to be first editor 
of the English Historical Review, reserved his judgement although he 
thought the publication an admirable political pamphlet. It was timely, 
as he noticed, because of the growing volume of writings on the empire. 
Among these, and dealt with in the same review, was George Rusden's 
History of Australia.1' Rusden had been clerk to the Victorian Parlia-
ment. He was to be defendant in the famous libel suit brought, in 1886, 
by John Bryce, New Zealand Native Minister. That suit arose from 
Rusden's History of New Zealand. His History of Australia, also 
published in 1883, did not attract the same degree of contention and, 
indeed, may be said to be the only substantial nineteenth-century 
political history of Australia. Although pre-dating the emergence of 
imperial history, Rusden's work showed features which allowed it to be 
slotted easily into the new pattern. It was concerned to a considerable 
extent with constitutional issues, with the relations of colony and 
mother-country, with the importance of loyalty and an emphasis on the 
virtues of aristocratic, pre-Reform Bill, England. It was staunchly and 
blatantly anti-democratic. The underlying principle of his chronicle was, 
he claimed, drawn from Stubbs who 'teaches us in his searching study of 
the constitution to find, not in class or numerical but in local representa-
tion, the healthy germs of British progress'.16 

Rusden, shortly before the publication of his History, returned to 
Britain. Since he deplored the democratic tendencies in the colonies it 
was natural that he should be sympathetic to schemes which would place 
a large measure of effective power in London through imperial federa-
tion. When, therefore, the Imperial Federation League was founded in 
1884, Rusden seconded a vote of thanks at the meeting and joined the 
executive of the new League. Seeley was also an ardent supporter and 
member of the executive. The two worked together to prevent the League 
from prematurely committing itself to any particular federal scheme, 
which would only be divisive. Instead the two moved in 1886, at the 
executive, for a request to the British government to convene a colonial 
conference. The time was peculiarly well suited to the idea. Gladstone's 

13 Seeley, p.345. 
14 Greenlee, 'A Succession of Seeleys', p.268. 
15 M. Creighton, 'Modern History ' , Contemporary Review, XLV (1884), 280-8. 
16 G.W. Rusden, History of Australia, III, Melbourne, 1897, p.329. 
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Liberal administration had been defeated over the issue of Home Rule 
for Ireland, his party had split and the rallying cry for unionists of 
Liberal or Conservative persuasion was 'the integrity of the empire'. The 
League was thus well received by the government and invitations issued 
for the 1887 Colonial Conference which was to be associated with the 
Queen's Jubilee. 

The apparent success of the League as a pressure group helped bring 
imperial federation to the forefront of public discussion. It would, 
however, be a mistake to see Seeley carrying all before him. He had pro-
duced an arresting description of British history as concerned with 
overseas expansion and tirelessly publicized his views, expressly linking 
them with Ireland as token of his conversion to Liberal Unionism. Other 
historians, however, contested or modified his views, though few ignored 
them. Goldwin Smith wrote from Canada placing Seeley's work in the 
context of the struggle between imperialist and anti-imperialist views. 
Seeley was trying, said Smith, to lend moral strength to imperialism by 
claiming that 'miscellaneous acquisitions . . . are all of them historically 
parts and parcels of a great design which has been pursued by England 
through the last three centuries. . . .' Smith contended that the theme 
was neither central to British history nor supported by contemporary 
evidence. He criticized particularly the failure to recognize the distinc-
tiveness of the units within the empire, present and past. He thought it 
foolish to argue that the American colonies were lost through a defect of 
colonial policy, as if they would 'remain for ever in colossal babyhood as 
an appendage of Great Britain'.17 

Freeman, who had succeeded Stubbs as Regius Professor at Oxford in 
1884, took another line of attack. He studied institutions from their 
origins and offered, as the proper model for the relation of Britain and 
the colonies, Greece rather than Rome—ties of love and reverence rather 
than political incorporation. He claimed that the very notion of imperial 
federation was contradictory. If the empire became a federation England 
would be outnumbered and the empire would cease to exist. If certain of 
the dependencies, say India, were excluded then the scheme would not be 
federal. It was doubtful if the cause of imperial federation at its height 
was susceptible to such logic, however, and Freeman's Greater Greece 
and Greater Britain, published in 1886, sold badly. Salt was rubbed in 
the wound since Froude's Oceana was published in the same year and 
proved very popular. 

Froude was no late convert to an interest in the colonies. He had advo-
cated their importance during the controversy surrounding the with-
drawal of troops from New Zealand under the first Gladstone admin-
istration. Indeed, many of the key elements of Seeley's lectures are to be 
found in Froude's articles more than a decade earlier. The theme of 

17 Goldwin Smith, 'The Expansion of England' , Contemporary Review, XLV (1884), 
531. 
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closer union of the colonies and Britain, even of imperial federation, was 
developed along the lines of the Italian and German unifications and the 
increased strength and status it would give to Britain. Seeley's central 
feature, that an Englishman resident in Australia 'is still on English soil 
as much as if he was in Devonshire or Yorkshire', is stated in very similar 
words." 

Froude's Oceana was written after a trip to the Australian colonies. It 
sold 80,000 copies in 1886, the first year of its publication. He largely 
repeated the arguments of his earlier writings. Although he believed 'they 
(the Colonies) are part of us', he thought any comprehensive scheme of 
imperial federation ill-advised, especially if it came from Britain. 

Froude was preaching to a much more responsive audience but the 
basis of his argument remained the condition of England. As in his 
earlier writings, the colonies were important as homes for emigrant 
English workingmen. The squalor of the British cities and the industrial 
system might breed class war; the colonies would provide the safety 
valve. This relationship of imperial consolidation to internal British 
social conflict is not explicit in Seeley although he did argue the benefits 
of historians moving from a concern with the condition of England ques-
tion to a focus on imperial expansion. 

As the fires burnt on each hill top in England in 1887 to celebrate the 
jubilee, Seeley might well have reflected that he had caught the imperial 
tide at its fullest. Other contemporary historians responded to imper-
ialism but not always in the way Seeley might have hoped. The Imperial 
Federation League attempted to get its message out through the new 
medium of university extension lectures. The best hope lay with the 
younger generation. When Edward Stanhope, the League's President, 
became Colonial Secretary in 1886 he took with him as a private secre-
tary Hugh Egerton. Egerton stayed at the Colonial Office working with 
C.P. Lucas of the Emigrants Information Office. Both were in their 
early thirties, Oxford graduates, and they set out to provide a connected 
account of the colonies. As was said later, 'the history of the British 
Empire overseas had never received any systematic study and though Sir 
John Seeley's brilliant generalizations in his Expansion of England had 
directed public attention to various aspects of the subject there was no 
connected narrative of the growth of the colonies and it was almost 
impossible to find any details about the parts of the empire, even in the 
works of reference' ." Lucas published an introductory Historical 
Geography of the British Colonies in 1887. Even at this stage the distinc-
tion between Lucas and Seeley, which J.G. Greenlee has elaborated for a 
later period, is clear. It is not only that Lucas is more descriptive and 
sober. Nor is it the emphasis on race as an important variable in col-

18 J .A. Froude, Short Studies in Great Subjects, II, 1873, 212. 
19 A.P . Newton 'C .P . Lucas ' , United Empire, XXII (1931), 311; J .G . Greenlee, 'A Suc-

cession of Seeleys . . . ' 
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onization, though that is there. Rather it is the clear opposition to imper-
ial federation as a political scheme. An attempt to force such a structure 
would risk the break-up of the present relations. Lucas argued that 'the 
contention of the supporters of Imperial Federation implies that the 
English Empire should be exclusive as against the rest of the world. . . . 
Politically it would make for Imperialism, commercially it would make 
for Protection.'20 Here is Lucas, the editor of the Colonial Office List, 
arguing the official line. Between the enthusiasm of Seeley and the cool-
ness of Freeman and Smith, there is the desire to arouse interest in the 
empire and consolidate it without, however, causing tension in imperial 
relations by advocating federation. Lucas is not polemical, not offering a 
new history of Britain but just mapping out one theme. This was to 
become clearer when Egerton produced his Short History of British Col-
onial Policy a decade later. 

By the late eighties the division of opinion within the Imperial Federa-
tion League, which was to bring eventually its downfall, was becoming 
obvious. There were those who favoured imperial closer union through 
altered economic arrangements—imperial preferential tariffs—and those 
who advocated altered defence arrangements—colonial contributions to 
the mounting cost of defence. Seeley took the latter side and helped pro-
mote another aspect of imperial history. In 1889 he spoke at Aldershot 
army camp on the Empire. He argued that war was essential to advance 
the economic and moral concerns of civilized mankind; it was inexorably 
linked into British commercial and imperial expansion since 1700. The 
progress of popular government furthered the likelihood of war. The 
army and navy would soon be called on again and they should see them-
selves as services of the Empire not just of Britain. Indeed, Seeley had 
argued a few years earlier that the twentieth century might well be like 
the eighteenth in the generation of large imperial wars rather than like 
the more quiescent nineteenth. The address fired its listeners and readers. 
Major-General Edward Hutton, for example, dated his conversion to 
imperialism from it and went on to be Commander-in-Chief of the forces 
in Australia and Canada, an enthusiastic if imprudent advocate of 
imperial federation. More importantly, across the Atlantic, the 
American serving officer and naval historian A.T. Mahan sent the 
address to his publishers realizing that it epitomised the theme of his 
forthcoming book The Influence of Sea Power on History 1660-1783.21 

The publishers suggested an introductory chapter on the elements of sea 
power. In that, he argued that sea power was essential to national 
strength and prosperity. The content was partly cribbed from a young 
naval officer's prize essay but it allowed the case to be developed for the 

20 C .P . Lucas, Historical Geography of the British Colonies, Oxford, 1887, p. 137. 
21 Robert Seager II, Alfred Thayer Mahan, Annapolis, 1977, ch. vii; J .R. Seeley, 

'Georgian and Victorian Expansion' , Fortnightly Review, XLII (1887), 123-39; Hut ton ' s 
typescript Memoirs, B.L. Add. MSS. 50113, f f . 1-28. 
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importance of enlarging the United States navy and, by implication, the 
Royal Navy. Mahan's book, published in 1890, gave a fillip to naval 
history and helped feed the whole 'Imperial Defence' movement of the 
nineties. The belief was that the Royal Navy was the proper instrument 
for the defence of the Empire and should be enlarged in cooperation with 
the colonies. The Navy League was founded in 1895 and the navalist 
agitation of the nineties, much of it founded by the arms firms, spurred 
interest in British naval history. The elderly Froude, who succeeded 
Freeman as Regius Professor at Oxford, had capacity audiences for his 
lectures on sixteenth-century seamen. Gladstone was ousted over the 
issue of an enlargement of the navy, a symbolic event, and his replace-
ment as Liberal Prime Minister, Rosebery, knighted Seeley, remarking in 
minutes that The Expansion of England was 'the handbook of the 
imperialist'.22 

The Imperial Federation League had died in 1893 to be replaced by 
three pressure groups broadly concentrating on, respectively, the 
defence, the free trade and the protectionist elements of imperial unity. 
The periodicals were crowded with articles on imperial matters. There 
now returned to England, after a quarter of a century in Australia, 
Charles Pearson. His chief concern in these later years of his life was 
Australia and its place in the Empire. It was not the extent of the Empire 
which impressed him: 'what we retain is scarcely more than we have been 
forced to resign'. He regarded national character as 'the most real and 
abiding of our possessions'. For this reason, as Minister of Education in 
Victoria, he urged teachers to teach Australian history. In the Australian 
institutions, manhood suffrage, the ballot, free and secular education 
and so on, 'we are only giving body and form to English aspiration . . . 
because we have carried England without some of its outworn medieval 
institutions into the life of a new continent'. In British history, too, there 
were lessons for Australia though not, one suspects, of the kind which 
would have commended itself to Seeley or the enthusiasts for Empire. 
Pearson argued that the principle that English people carried their liber-
ties with them was important, so 'Australian liberty was won when Corn-
wallis surrendered to Washington'.23 We have, he said 'sufficient exper-
ience in the weak points of the English constitution to understand the 
una vowed causes of the American revolt'. 

National Life and Character was published in 1893 when Pearson 
returned to London, ill and nearly bankrupt. Here was an historian 
sketching out, Seeley-like, a prediction of the future. Although not 
primarily concerned with the imperialism debate, it did speak to that. It 
injected a clear colonial note into a closed metropolitan discourse in 

22 Rosebery's minute in recommending Seeley for the K .C .M.G. , Public Record Office, 
C O 447/57. 

23 C.H. Pearson, 'History in State Schools', in Reviews and Critical Essays, ed. H .A. 
Strong, London, 1896, p.224. 
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which the autonomy of peripheral developments was frequently forgot-
ten. More particularly, it embodied that shift in attention which 
broadened imperial interests to include the dependencies and the 'subject 
races'. This was to be the imperialism which was to be strengthened by 
the appointment of Chamberlain to the Colonial Office in 1895, 
although his emphasis on the exploitation of the 'undeveloped estates' 
had been foreshadowed by Rosebery, the Liberal Prime Minister in 
1894-5. 

Pearson enlarged his earlier argument that Australia showed how the 
English race developed without the encumbrance of the English tradi-
tion. He drew two points from the Australian experience, as showing the 
future. The first was the greatly increased role of the state which fol-
lowed from the extension of franchise. The second was Australia's place 
as the last potential area for substantial white settlement. The countries 
of the belt between the tropics 'belong to their autochthonous races and 
these, though they may in part accept the white man as a conqueror and 
organizer will gradually become too strong and unwieldy for him to con-
trol. . . . We shall wake to find ourselves elbowed and hustled, even 
thrust aside by peoples whom we looked down upon as servile and 
thought of as bound always to minister to our needs'.24 This develop-
ment of cheap labour nations would ultimately threaten the material and 
spiritual well-being of the white nations. 

This plainly was a warning, although cast in the form of a prediction. 
Pearson claimed that the eventual result depended on the fostering of 
national spirit. He saw no future for trans-national arrangements such as 
Imperial Federation. The connexion between Britain and the self-
governing colonies was a matter of convenience; any attempt to tighten 
the bonds would lead to rupture. The emphasis would instead be on the 
state and present reverence for the family or the church would pass to the 
state instead. Yet in the end, Pearson's own position remained ambig-
uous. Although he recognized the force of fellow-feeling in the state, his 
mid-Victorian liberalism perhaps reasserted itself in his fear for the loss 
of individual vigour, initiative and willpower: 'the savour of vacant lives 
will go up to God from every home'. He ended therefore on a note of 
stoic calm and resignation. The message to be taken—and the point of 
this literary genre is that its prediction should leave a message—is that 
individual force and racial dominance are both threatened. Thus the col-
onial message of Pearson strengthened the call of imperialism, in the 
sense of the extension of British rule in the 'undeveloped estates'. 

The Queen's Jubilee of 1897 was a high-time of imperial celebration. 
Rusden produced the second edition of his history of Australia larding it 
with still more loyal references to the Queen. Seeley dead was perhaps 
even more prominent than Seeley alive. H.A.L. Fisher, discussing The 

24 C .H . Pearson, National Life and Character: A Forecast, London, 1894, pp.68 and 
90. 
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Expansion of England, questioned whether or not 'any historical work 
has exercised so great an influence over the general political thinking of a 
nation'.25 Lucas, having set Egerton to work on the subject of imperial 
history, saw fruit in the publication of Short History of British Colonial 
Policy. Egerton's book acknowledged Seeley's work as 'the starting 
point for every student of colonial policy' and recommended Mahan as 
showing the conditions 'upon which alone such an Empire can be main-
tained'. Egerton's book was, as he said, the first work to deal with 'the 
subject systematically on historical lines'.26 It arose from those roots of 
imperial history already sketched and looked forward to a future of the 
subject, at once scholarly and ideological. His conclusion spoke of the 
sense, through the past mistakes and failures, 'of an unseen superintend-
ing Providence controlling the development of the Anglo-Saxon 
race. . . . Wiser in this than our fathers, we recognise that the tie which 
unites us under a common Crown is not [a] "slight and temporary 
thing" '.27 The South African war heightened the controversy between 
this school of imperialists and those opposed to it. J .A. Hobson, a 
spokesman for the anti-imperialists, claimed in 1902 that it was the 
imperialists who were dominating the university posts.2 ' Certainly the 
war does seem to have heightened the impetus to imperialism in the 
universities of Australia and Britain, a tendency perhaps reinforced by 
the debate on imperial preferential tariffs shortly after the war. 

There is some evidence to support Hobson's view that the appointees 
to history chairs became more sympathetic to the imperial message. Tak-
ing the years 1880, 1890 and 1900 there is evidence of change and it grows 
faster after that. In 1905 Egerton was appointed to the Beit chair at 
Oxford and the London professors—Pollard and others—were inclined 
to welcome imperialism. By 1914 patriotism demanded support for 
imperial unity. 

The war, and the last years of international tension before it, plainly 
gave a considerable lift to the emerging British imperial history. Still its 
roots lie in the movement for the consolidation and expansion of the 
Empire in the late nineteenth century. The reaction of historians to this 
movement was very different but a pattern emerges. There were some for 
whom imperial federation was the goal, either in its strict sense of altered 
constitutional arrangements or in its looser sense of closer union. Seeley 
belongs there, and also Lucas and Egerton, both, significantly, asso-
ciated with the Colonial Office. Imperial history was thus an off-shoot of 
the wider imperialism of the time. It was part of that great switch of 
allegiance by the 'national intelligentsia' that John Roach has pointed 

25 H.A.L. Fisher, 'Sir John Seeley', Fortnightly Review, XL (1896), 191. 
26 H.E . Egerton, A Short History of British Colonial Policy, London , 1897. 
27 ibid., pp.525-6. 
28 J .A. Hobson, Imperialism, 1905, pp. 193-4. 
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TABLE I 

History Professors at the universities of England, Scotland and Wales2' 

1880 1890 1900 

Aberystwyth 
Bangor 
Belfast 
Bristol 
Cambridge (Regius) 
Cardiff 
Durham 
Edinburgh 
Glasgow 
Liverpool 
London 

University College 
King's College 
Bedford College 
Queen's College 

Manchester 
(Owens College) 

Oxford (Regius) 
Sheffield 

Southampton 
Yorkshire 

C.D. Yonge 
J . Rowley 
J.R. Seeley 

E.S. Beesly 
S.R. Gardiner 
S.R. Gardiner 

A .W. Ward 
W. Stubbs 

H.R. Reichel 
C.D. Yonge 
J . Rowley 
J.R. Seeley 

J .M. MacKay 
E.S. Beesly 
J.K. Laughton 
H.W. Nevinson 

A.W. Ward 
E. Freeman 
W . H . Appleton 

(Ancient History) 

C. Ransome 

E. Edwards 
J .E. Lloyd 
S.J. MacMullan 
J. Rowley 
Acton 
A.G. Little 
W.F. Lord (1902) 
R. Lodge 
D.J . Medley 
J .M. MacKay 

F.C. Montague 
J.K. Laughton 
J .W. Allen 
J.A. Cramb 

T.F. Tout 
C. York Powell 
W . H . Appleton 
F.J.C. Hearnshaw 
(1901) 
A . J . Grant 

out.30 As a result of a realignment of classes there was a shift from 
Liberalism to Unionism or Liberal Imperialism with 1886 and the Home 
Rule Bill as the more than symbolic turning point. It seems likely that an 

29 Incumbents whose names are in bold type may be thought of as imperialist historians 
in the sense that in their writings, and sometimes in public activities, they showed that sup-
port for the consolidation and extension of the empire which marked the imperialist school. 
J .R. Seeley: The Expansion of England (1883) and other writings in British Imperial 
history. W.F . Lord: The Lost Possession of England; Essays in Imperial History (1896); 
Imperial History (1932). See T .R. Reese, History of the Royal Commonwealth Society, 
1968, p. 139. R. Lodge: 'Always a believer in the close connexion between history and 
politics, he plunged soon after his arrival in Edinburgh into the activities [of the 'imper-
ialistic.' liberals]. . . . Seeley's influence may have led him into politics . . . ' . J .H . Davis, 
'Sir Richard Lodge 1855-1936', in B. Schmitt, ed., Some Historians of Modern Europe, 
1942, p.263. J .K. Laughton: ' [He believed that] it was necessary to educate the civilian and 
the naval officers at several levels. History should be used for this teaching purpose. The 
civilian should be informed of the part that the navy played in the development of England 
as a premier power. ' D .M. Schurman, The Education of a Navy, p.191, and throughout 
Chapter V. J . A. Cramb, The Origins and Destiny of Imperial Britain (1900); Germany and 
England (1914). F . J . C . Hearnshaw: 1915, lecturer for the Imperial Studies Movement 
(C.P. Lucas, 'Imperial Studies', United Empire, VI, 9 (1915), 665-9.) C. Ransome, Liberal 
Unionist and Imperial Federationist. C.R. Hart Davis, ed., The Autobiography of Arthur 
Ransome, London, 1976; C. Ransom, 'Wanted: A Statesman' , Contemporary Review, LX 
(1891), 82-92. 

30 J . Roach, 'Liberalism and the Victorian Intelligensia', Historical Journal, (1957), 
pp.58-81. 
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imperial history, sketching the development of the empire as natural and 
organic, played a significant part in reconciling former liberals to the 
new mood, but only a lengthy exercise in prosopography could demon-
strate this. The general conclusion would be that imperial history is as 
clear an example as could be wished of the 'manufacture of the past' for 
ideological reasons. 

There were retarding considerations of this development. An older 
school of historians, Freeman and Smith for example, fought against the 
trend. It was noticeable that the next generation who attended university 
in the seventies and eighties was likely to be more sympathetic to imper-
ialism. If the dominance of the older historians slowed change there were 
also other conservative features within the university system. Provincial 
universities were only starting to be established and history was not 
always the first priority of their councils. Henry Roscoe, later Vice-
Chancellor of London University, asked to advise on the new university 
at Manchester in 1881, wrote: 'The Professor of Classics could easily 
take the cognate subject of History; and this, to ladies and teachers in 
schools and evening class students is a subject which is of great 
interest.'" Oxford and Cambridge only started to emerge from their pro-
longed period of restructuring in about 1880. The total dominance of the 
Colleges was only slowly eroded and syllabus change was very difficult. 
After his appointment as Beit professor, Egerton lectured to only tiny 
classes partly because colonial history occupied a small part in the 
syllabus. The state of the profession also impeded change. T.F. Tout, a 
founder of the Manchester school of history, reflected in 1906: 'It is not 
much more than thirty years ago that the undergraduate study of history 
in our universities was looked upon with such distrust that the student's 
course was stiffened, as it was imagined, with a further drilling in the 
law. . . . In our schools . . . modern history was almost completely 
tabooed.'32 

There was, of course, one prime obstacle to the wide acceptance of 
imperial history, as also to the wider movement towards imperial federa-
tion. Although some residents of the Australian colonies, such as 
Rusden, might express support, colonial opinion seems to have been 
generally hostile to closer imperial union until a formula was struck 
which made for greater acceptability. That formula, which shows 
through Lucas's work, was to play up local federation, pour cold water 
on formal schemes for imperial constitutional federation and look for-
ward to a continuing unity of Britain and the Dominions based in part on 
a shared racial outlook. If Seeley's Expansion of England was the hand-
book of imperialists in Britain in the eighties and nineties, Pearson's 
racist National Life and Character could be a handbook for Australians, 
even in the Labour Party, who became converted to the virtues of empire 

31 A.F. Meredith 'The Manchester Connexion' , Contact, March 1979, p.61. 
32 T.F. Tout, The Collected Papers of T.F. Tout, Manchester, 1932, p.93. 



48 LUKE TRAINOR 

before 1914. The Labour Party leaders, so full in their condemnation of 
empire in the nineties when it meant dominance over the colonies by 
Britain, could praise it by 1914 when it meant a united white front 
against the Japanese menace.33 

In the 1870s there was no imperial history and there were no professors 
of it. By the 1920s there were both. J.G. Greenlee has shown, for the lat-
ter period, the way in which the Royal Colonial Institute and other 
organizations put 'scholarly flesh on the bones of their own generation's 
imperial assumptions'.34 Rather than emphasizing, as Greenlee does, the 
differences between Seeley and his followers (Lucas, Egerton and 
Newton), this article tries to bridge the gap between the start of imperial 
history in the eighties and the establishment of the subject in the univer-
sities much later. Seeley's teachings, a natural growth of nineteenth-
century intellectual trends, emphasized history as current politics, and 
politics in the eighties focussed on imperial issues. Seeley was more of a 
federationist than Lucas or Egerton but all three were engaged in the 
same task: the formation of a school of history which would serve the 
cause of imperial consolidation. Imperial history, in its foundation as in 
its flowering, was an offshoot of imperial attitudes and policies; the reac-
tions for and against were as political as the writings themselves. The 
long gestation of the university subject was tied to the slow growth of 
modern research-based history and the late establishment of chairs of 
history at the provincial universities. The opposition to imperial history 
was gradually lessened, internally by the great shift in middle-class 
liberalism and externally by the emphasis, especially among Seeley's suc-
cessors, on the white settler colonies. Egerton defined 'colony' to exclude 
the dependent empire; the only Indians who appear in the index to his 
Short History are American. This racial complicity between Britain and 
the self-governing colonies may have helped overcome emerging expres-
sions of colonial nationalism and encouraged Australians, for example, 
to allow their history to be partly subsumed under an imperial heading. 

LUKE TRAINOR 

University of Canterbury 

33 The transition in attitudes to imperialism might be exemplified by reference to R.N. 
Ebbels, ed., The Australian Labor Movement 1850-1907, 1965. The platform of the Labor 
Electoral League 1892 (p.216) and Senator Pearce's statement in 1910 (p.240) may be com-
pared. 

34 Greenlee, 'A Succession of Seeleys'. p.280. 


