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Imperial Schemes: Empire and the Rise of the British Business-State, 1914-1939

Abstract

Imperial Schemes narrates how imperial knowledge and administrative expertise
undergirded the expansion of the British state expansion in the early 20" century, particularly with
regard to economic management and assistance to British business. Imperial dreams of wealth and
power, international schemes to assist industry and finance, and the growth of the domestic state
were closely interrelated in the early 20" century. This project tells these interrelated stories by
following policymakers, unelected administrators, and business leaders. Together, such officials
forged the networked apparatus that this dissertation calls the “business-state.” These
administrators were key and historically overlooked intermediaries between prominent politicians
and the general public. Focusing attention on this “meso-level” across two dozen government
departments and private organizations, the project highlights the importance of the administrative
state and of bureaucracy itself. It exposes the hidden dealings that enabled and responded to British
imperial expansion, in both formal colonies and informal markets. In so doing, it narrates interwar
British imperialism and state growth in a new way: through the administrators and advisors who

pushed British power abroad and expanded the state’s power at home.

il



Table of Contents

(070707 5 14 1 | OO PTRPRR i
ADSITACT. ...ttt ettt ettt ea et il
TaBIE O CONENLS....c..eiiiiiiiiiiieete ettt ettt et sttt st sae et et e sbeebesaeens v
TMAGE LISt ..ottt e a ettt st b et e h b ettt b et eh et et v
TADLE LISt ...ttt ettt sttt vii
Introduction: Forging the Imperial Business-State...........ccccovieriiiiiieniiiinierieeiesceeee e 1
Part I: EXPANSION ...ccuvieiiiiiiieiieeie ettt ettt et s e et ee st e e bt e ssbeenteesabeesseessaeenseesnseenseassnennseens 42
Chapter 1: “A Game in Which No Points Can be Thrown Away”: State Trade Promotion
N INEIWar BITEAIN ...coiuiiiiiiiitieieieee ettt st 43

Chapter 2: “A few millions were neither here nor there”: Credit, Exports, and an Empire

OF COMIMEICE ...ttt st 100
Chapter 3: Leveraging Empire: Industrial Stabilization at the Bank of England............ 152
Part IT: ConSOIAAtION.........ccuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiete ettt 211
Chapter 4: Imperial Seeds, British Forests: The Imperial Origins of British State Forestry
......................................................................................................................................... 212
Chapter 5: Selling Empire; Projecting Britain: The Empire Marketing Board................ 267
Chapter 6: Protecting Business; Protecting the Empire: Tariffs and the Business-State 329
Conclusion: Rearmament and Afterlives of the Interwar Business-State ............cccccoevevenennnene. 393
2 10) TT0Tea 1 0] 1) OO RUUU SRRSO 419

v



Image List

0.1: Cover letter for a proposal from Special Branch to the Secret Service Committee, 1923
0.2: Network Visualization of the Business-State

1.1: Network Visualization of the Business-State, Chapter 1
.2: Value of Exports in Millions of 1913 USD, 1870-1938
1.3: FBI Organizational Chart, 1918

2.1: Network Visualization of the Business-State, Chapter 2

3.1: Network Visualization of the Business-State, Chapter 3
3.2: The Mill at Corner Brook, August 2, 1928
3.3: The S.S. Corner Brook, Taking on Paper Rolls, Corner Brook, NF, 1925

4.1: Network Visualization of the Business-State, Chapter 4
4.2: Map of Canadian Forestry Corps Camps, 1918

4.3: Map of Canadian Forestry Corps Camps, 1918

4.4: MacDonald Gill, “Empire Timber Exhibition,” 1920
4.5: Maps of Forestry Commission Expansion

5.1: Network Visualization of the Business-State, Chapter 5

5.2: Kipling’s Sketch of EMB Logo

5.3: MacDonald Gill, “Highways of Empire,” 1927

5.4: Posters from Keith Henderson’s “Timber Set,” n.d. [1927-1932]
5.5: Frank Newbould, “Jaffa,” 1929

5.6: “Make the Empire Share Larger,” n.d. [1926-1932]

5.7: F.C. Herrick, “Buy Home Eggs,” n.d. [1929-1932]

5.8: “A National Mark Egg Packing Station,” n.d. [1929-1932]

5.9: National Mark for Eggs

6.1: Network Visualization of the Business-State, Chapter 6
6.2: Representations from Industry to the IDAC, 1932
6.3 Wholesale Meat Prices in London, 1926-1936

7.1: Network Visualization of the Business-State, Conclusion



Table List

0.1: Employment in Civilian Agencies
0.2: New Government Departments and State Supported Private Institutions, 1914-1934

1.1: Board of Trade Provisional Advisory Council, 1919

2.1: Initial Subscribers to the BTC
2.2: 15 Largest Guarantees Offered by the Export Credit Guarantee Department, 1919-1925

3.1: Appointments to the Bank of England General Court, 1915-1940

5.1: Top 15 Recipients of EMB Scientific Grants

vi



Acknowledgements

This dissertation is premised on the notion that networks matter. Certainly, this dissertation
itself would not have been possible without my own networks of mentorship, advice, and support.

First and foremost, I am indebted to my advisor, Emma Rothschild. In addition to razor-
sharp analysis and clear guidance, she provided unflagging and patient support throughout the
research and writing of this dissertation. The other members of my committee, Maya Jasanoff,
Charlie Maier, and Jon Levy, were also invaluable, both as mentors and as scholars. David
Edgerton, Diana Kim, and Susan Pedersen read significant portions of the manuscript, and were
incredibly helpful as well. The dissertation — and I — owe a debt of gratitude to other readers,
including Ella Antell, Aditya Balasubramanian, Aaron Bekemeyer, Jon Booth, Sannoy Das, Max
Ehrenfreund, Gili Kliger, Patsy and Michael Kumekawa, Sabrina Lee, and Salmaan Mirza.

Grants from the Center for European Studies and the Weatherhead Center for International
Affairs, the Harvard History Department, and Harvard’s GSAS generously funded research for
this work. I have been lucky enough to have been affiliated with the Joint Center for History and
Economics throughout the time I wrote this dissertation. The Center’s support was instrumental,
its workshops and teas have been sources of inspiration, and its staff —-Inga Huld Markan, Jennifer
Nickerson, Emily Gauthier, and Mary-Rose Cheadle —have been lifesavers. Special thanks to Amy
Price, who helped me set up the dissertation’s companion website.

Many chapters of the dissertation benefitted from the rigorous discussion at the Center for
History and Economics Workshop, the History of Capitalism Workshop, and the Center for
European Studies Dissertation Workshop, all based at Harvard. I presented versions of chapter 4
at the North American Conference on British Studies in 2019 and at a workshop entitled “Situating

Empire” organized by Hardeep Dhillon in 2018. Both helped shape the chapter into its current

vii



form. Similarly, the feedback I received at the Social Science History Conference in 2019
improved chapter 1.

Countless conversations went into crafting this dissertation into its present form. Among
the most important and memorable were with Shane Bobrycki, Bob Brain, Lucy Caplan, Andrew
Klein, Joe La Hausse de Lalouviére, Annie Ruderman, Mary Lewis, Gareth Stedman Jones, Sonia
Tycko, Paul Warde, and Chenzi Xu.

This dissertation was written in many places: in London; Boston; Cambridge; New York;
Brookline, Massachusetts; Leamington Spa; Vancouver; Milton, Massachusetts; and Clinton,
Connecticut. Thanks to my parents for constant support, to the Lukehursts and to Matt and Phillip
for being such great hosts, to Joe Hodgkin for putting up with me in Brookline, to Soheyla Gharib,
Tom Lee, and Ariana Gharib Lee for helping me down the final stretch. Yip yip. Thanks to Sabrina
Gharib Lee for this and so much more.

This dissertation was researched and written in (and with the help of) dozens of archives
and libraries. I am greatly appreciative of the help that I received in institutions on both sides of
the Atlantic. Thanks to the BBC Written Archive Centre, the Bank of England Archives, the
Bodleian Library, the British Library, the Caird Library of the National Maritime Museum, and
the Cambridge University Library. Many thanks to the Corner Brook Museum and Archives for
the use of old photographs of Corner Brook, Newfoundland. Thanks to the Harvard University
Libraries, the HSBC Corporate Archives, the Senate House Library, Library and Archives of
Canada, the London Metropolitan Archives, the Archives of the LSE, the Middle East Centre
Archive at St. Antony’s College, Oxford, the Modern Records Centre at the University of Warwick,
the National Library of Scotland, the New Westminster (BC) Public Library, the Postal Museum,

the National Archives of Ireland, SOAS Library, the Trinity College Dublin Library, the Tyne and

viii



Wear Archive Centre, the UCL Archives, and of course, the National Archives at Kew. I'm
indebted to the kindness and professionalism of dozens of archivists, librarians, other staff

members, and volunteers.

X



Introduction
Forging the Imperial Business-State
Kenton, an English freelance journalist working in Europe, was mixed up in some
unpleasant subterfuge. He had been kidnapped and was being held in a house somewhere outside
of Graz, threatened by a Romanian fixer who worked for “principals in London”. As he waited to
be interrogated, Kenton mused on the nature of his predicament and who might be holding him
captive. “Principals in London”, Kenton thought “sounded suspiciously like Big Business.”
It was difficult, Kenton had found, to spend any length of time in the arena of
foreign politics without perceiving that political ideologies had very little to do with
the ebb and flow of international relations. It was the power of Business, not the
deliberations of statesmen, that shaped the destinies of nations. The Foreign
Ministers of the great powers might make the actual declarations of their
Governments’ policies; but it was the Big Business men, the bankers and their
dependents, the arms manufacturers, the oil companies, the big industrialists, who
determined what those policies should be.!
Kenton was the hero of Uncommon Danger, a 1937 spy thriller by a progenitor of the genre, Eric
Ambler. Through Kenton, Ambler gave voice to an increasingly common trope: that of the
unscrupulous businessman as eminence grise, secretly pulling the strings of the world order. To
Ambler, Big Business called the shots in the dark world of interwar Europe. It reached far beyond
national boundaries and had captured governments.
The wealth and power of industry in Britain grew to unprecedented levels during World
War I and the two decades after its end. Ambler’s conspiratorial view of Big Business was

exaggerated, but he was right in highlighting the close connections between businessmen —

especially industrialists —and the state in the 1920s and 1930s. Starting during World War I, British

! Eric Ambler, Uncommon Danger (London: Penguin, 2009), 76-77.



businessmen made major inroads in political, administrative, and policymaking circles, and they
were able to shape British economic policy to suit their own needs and interests. In so doing, they
forged what this dissertation calls the modern business-state. In the early 20" century, the British
state proactively sought to assist business, often making use of techniques, personnel, and modes
of thinking drawn from the business world. The result was state growth, guided and actuated by a
dense imperial network of businessmen, financiers, and public servants.

By focusing on this business-state network, /mperial Schemes narrates and explains state
growth in a new way: from the perspective of the people carrying it out. This work offers a detailed
examination of what the British state actually did to expand its reach during the early 20" century.
It contends that the state grew, largely, in order to support and serve private British business. The
term “business-friendly” is conventionally understood as synonymous — or significantly
overlapping — with “laissez-faire”. In the 1920s and 1930s, the British state was business-friendly
in a very different way. It actively sought to promote business interests.

This fact runs counter to the still popular view that, historically, the British state was
“exceptionally” open and non-interventionist. According to this myth, whereas the French and
German states were autocratic and overweening, the British state was small, liberal, and
democratic, especially before World War II and the birth of the welfare state. This view remains
alive and well. In the lead-up to the 2016 referendum on Britain’s continued membership in the
European Union, supporters of Brexit widely condemned European bureaucracy. If Westminster

3

meant democracy, Brussels became a metonym for “unelected bureaucrats” run amok.? The

2 For an example of British exceptionalism applied to the Brexit debate, see Historians For Britain, accessed August
12,2019, www.historiansforbritain.org. Historically, Macaulay’s The History of England from the Accession of James
the Second (1848) is a key example of early exceptionalism. G.M. Trevelyan built on this foundation with History of
England (London: Longmans Green, 1926). So too did the mammoth 8-volume Cambridge History of the British
Empire, published between 1929 and 1959. On legal exceptionalism, see Tamar Herzog, 4 Short History of European
Law: The Last Two and a Half Millennia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018).




dichotomy between “Westminster” and “Brussels” speaks to the continued salience of a
longstanding understanding of the British state as exceptionally small and flexible. In this telling,
a relatively permissive, laissez-faire attitude toward business and commerce was a key element of
the “exceptional” British state.

Historians have increasingly recognized that the popularly held myth of exception is
incomplete and reductive; even if the British state was different from its continental comparators,
in the late 19" and early 20 centuries, it was nevertheless vigorously engaged within Britain and
in the wider empire.? Contrary to the myth of exception, in the first half of the 20" century, the
British state was already large, and it was growing fast.

Imperial Schemes investigates and explains how it was growing by exploring the economic
life of the state. State expansion, in both personnel and scope of operations, was especially
pronounced in areas related to economic management. This was not macroeconomic management,
as would become common after World War II, but instead an earlier, though no less sweeping
management of finance, industry, and trade. Policymakers and unelected administrators
demonstrated an increasing appetite for involving the state in the lives of its citizens, frequently in
order to subsidize and foster British business. Well before the widespread acceptance of the
modern concept of the national economy, there was a common understanding in London that what

was good for British industry was good for the economic health of the country.* In the years

* David Edgerton has brought this point home in The Rise and Fall of the British Nation: A Twentieth Century History
(London: Penguin, 2019). See also Jim Tomlinson, Managing the Economy, Managing the People: Narratives of
Economic Life in Britain from Beveridge to Brexit (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), which contends that
national economic management started in 1931. Tomlinson argues that it was not until the 1940s that national
economic management was combined with the management of people. This dissertation suggests different ways in
which Britain managed both its economy and its people starting in the 1920s. See also older work on the rise of the
managed economy, including Roger Middleton, Towards the Managed Economy: Keynes, the Treasury and the Fiscal
Policy Debate of the 1930s (London: Methuen, 1985) and those mentioned in note 27, below.

“ In this way, British policymakers were thinking of country-wide economic health before the concept of the modern
economy was widespread. On the national economy, see Tomlinson, Managing the Economy. On the creation of the



between World War I and World War II, Britain was business-friendly not because it was liberal
and laissez-faire, but instead because it aggressively helped British companies and commercial
agricultural interests. Active assistance meant new departments, new ministries, and new
committees. It meant new state-led initiatives, or in the parlance of the day, new schemes.

Those schemes were vast and important. They fundamentally expanded and reshaped the
way the state engaged with economic life in Britain and across the Empire. State-sponsored and
state-run trade banks, insurance programs, commercial intelligence networks, trade commissioners
and commercial attachés, new government departments focused on overseas trade, and official
export credit programs all bloomed during this period. The credit schemes alone resulted in the
expansion of state contingent liabilities by some £100 million in the mid 1920s, a time when total
British GDP was only around £4.3 billion.> These liabilities drew the state deep into the affairs of
British industry and tied it to industry’s economic fortunes.® The state actively supported big
business and cartelization — what was then called “rationalisation” — industrial subsidies, and

protection.” Industrialists, especially from heavy engineering firms, pushed hard for new state

concept of national economies, especially through statistics, see Adam Tooze, Statistics and the German State 1900-
1945: The Making of Modern Economic Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Timothy
Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002);
Timothy Shenk, Inventing the American Economy, PhD Dissertation, Columbia University, 2016. See also, Diane
Coyle, GDP: A Brief but Affectionate History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014); Quinn Slobodian,
Globalists: The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018.

5 Michel Fouquin and Jules Hugot, "Two Centuries of Bilateral Trade and Gravity Data: 1827-2014," CEPII Working
Paper 2016-14 (Paris: Centre d’Etudes Prospectives et d’Informations Internationales, May 2016). See also Stephen
Broadberry and Alexander Klein, “Aggregate and Per Capital GDP in Europe, 1870-2000: Continental, Regional, and
National Data with Changing Boundaries,” Scandinavian Economic History Review 60, no. 1 (February 2012): 79-
107.

® On the importance of contingent liabilities, see Ela Bola, Marta Ruiz-Arranz, Frederik Toscani, and H. Elif Ture,
“The Fiscal Costs of Contingent Liabilities: A New Dataset”, IMF Working Paper WP/16/14 (Washington, D.C.: IMF,
January 2016) and Hal S. Scott, who explores the importance of such liabilities for financial panics, especially the
2008 crisis. Hal S. Scott, Connectedness and Contagion: Protecting the Financial System from Panics (Cambridge:
The MIT Press, 2016).

7 See Keith Middlemas, Politics in Industrial Society: The Experience of the British System since 1911 (London:
André Deutsch, 1979); John Turner, ed. Businessmen and Politics: Studies of Business Activity in British Politics,



support. In so doing, they helped forge a consensus as to the importance of exports and export
markets as guarantors of economic stability.

Supporting British economic health, especially through export industries, was a global task
undertaken by a global empire. Industry depended on empire; imperial and commercial power had
long been linked and exports had long been geopolitical tools.® The state’s support for export
industries went hand in hand with ambitions to capture new overseas markets and secure old ones.
In the wake of German, Austrian, and Ottoman imperial collapse in 1918, British officials and
businessmen sought to extend British influence and power — not just through formal territorial
acquisitions, but also through a softer sort of imperialism: commercial conquests, often using
techniques inspired by the Germans themselves.? The frontiers of Britain’s economic empire were
in South America, the Middle East, Central Europe, the Balkans, and the Baltic, though defending
British market share in the formal empire — especially in Canada and India — was a priority as

well.!® Geopolitical expansion and domestic business-protection were two sides of the same coin.

1900-1945 (London: Heinemann, 1984); Leslie Hannah, The Rise of the Corporate Economy (London: Methuen, 1976;
Edgerton, The Rise and Fall of the British Nation, chapter 3.

8 Eric Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire: From 1750 to the Present Day (New York: Penguin, 1969). See also Albert
O. Hirschman, National Power and the Structure of Foreign Trade (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969).

® See Stephen G. Gross, Export Empire: German Soft Power in Southeastern Europe, 1890-1945 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2015).

10 Miklos Lojko, Meddling in Middle Europe: Britain and the ‘Lands Between’ 1919-1925 (Budapest: CEU Press,
20006); John Fisher, Effie G.H. Pedaliu, and Richard Smith, eds., The Foreign Office, Commerce and British Foreign
Policy in the Twentieth Century (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); John Fisher, Outskirts of Empire: Studies in
British Power Projection (Abingdon: Routledge, 2019); Gaynor Johnson, The Foreign Office and British Diplomacy
in the Twentieth Century (London: Routledge, 2005); Susan Pedersen, The Guardians: The League of Nations and the
Crisis of Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015); Alice Teichova and P.L. Cottrell, eds., International
Business and Central Europe, 1918-1939 (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1983); John Darwin, The Empire
Project: The Rise and Fall of the British World-System, 1830-1970 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009),
369-375; Ian M. Drummond, Imperial Economic Policy, 1917-1939 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1974).



On a more granular level, the expanding business-state depended upon administrators and
officials with imperial experience. If the British domestic state was long considered small, from
certain angles, the British imperial state was not small at all: it imposed sweeping and violent
changes on hundreds of millions of colonial subjects, even if it was run by a handful of

administrators. !

The expanding metropolitan state leveraged colonial and informal imperial
techniques. British Trade officers were appointed from merchant houses. New state-sponsored
export facilities drew on financiers who had spent their careers in the informal empire: parts of the
world such as Egypt and Argentina that fell outside the formal boundaries of imperial control, but
in which Britain nevertheless exerted dominating political or economic power.!? Some of the most
influential figures in the Bank of England and the Treasury came from long careers in Hong Kong,
South Africa, and India, where they managed economic policies.

Moreover, the state’s enlarged role in economic life facilitated and responded to efforts to
bind the formal empire into a more cohesive economic and political unit. The 1920s and 1930s
saw the institution of regular empire-wide economic conferences sponsored by the British

government and the formation of new imperial scientific and trade associations. The Bank of

England sought to build an association of imperial central banks to control monetary policy. Britain

1 On violence in the early 20th century, see, e.g. Kim Wagner, Amritsar 1919: An Empire of Fear and the Making of
a Massacre (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019); Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts: El Nifio Famines
and the Making of the Third World (London: Verso, 2000); Priya Satia, Spies in Arabia: The Great War and the
Cultural Foundations of Britain’s Covert Empire in the Middle East (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); Shireen
llahi, Imperial Violence and the Path to Independence: India, Ireland, and the Crisis of Empire (London: 1.B. Tauris,
2016); Richard Gott, Britain’s Empire: Resistance, Repression and Revolt (London: Verso, 2012); Caroline Elkins,
Imperial Reckoning: The Untold Story of Britain’s Gulag in Kenya (New York: Holt, 2005). On administration, see
Darwin, The Empire Project, especially chapter 5; David Gilmour, The British in India: Three Centuries of Ambition
and Experience (London: Allen Lane, 2018).

12 In these areas, “by informal means if possible, or by formal annexations when necessary, British paramountcy was
steadily upheld.” John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson, “The Imperialism of Free Trade,” The Economic History
Review 6, no. 1 (August 1953), 3. See also Martin Lynn, “British Policy, Trade, and Informal Empire in the Mid-
Nineteenth Century,” in The Oxford History of the British Empire, volume 3: The Nineteenth Century, ed., Andrew
Porter (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999): 101-121.



began a program of unprecedented peacetime propaganda, aimed at increasing the sales of raw
goods produced in its overseas empire. It built a vast network of research facilities for agricultural
and industrial research, meant to bolster the quantity and quality of imperial produce and British
manufactured goods. Most strikingly, in the early 1930s, Britain abandoned its nearly century-long
commitment to free trade. Largely at the urging of domestic industrial interests, Britain’s leaders
cordoned off the Empire with a tariff wall.

Over the 1920s and 1930s, British imperialism shifted from expansionary ambition, often
in the informal empire, to protective consolidation of the formal empire. But throughout the period,
imperialism continued to facilitate the growth of the domestic state, particularly the parts of the
state concerned with economic activity and the promotion of business. The result was that between
World War I and World War 11, Britain developed an imperial business-state. This is its story: a
history of the economic life of the state, and a history of the economic thinking of the people who

made the state run.

INDUSTRY and the STATE

As an administrative apparatus, the British state had a long history of working closely with
British businesses. The process of royally chartering corporations — whether the East India
Company (1600), the Hudson’s Bay Company (1670), or the Bank of England (1694) — bound the
state to private commercial enterprises from the 17" century onwards.!* Culturally, the English

and British states were concerned with guaranteeing and promoting commerce. The state’s

13 P.G.M. Dickson, The Financial Revolution in England: A Study in the Development of Public Credit, 1688-1756
(London: Macmillan, 1967), especially chapter 1; David Kynaston, 7ill Time’s Last Sand: A History of the Bank of
England, 1694-2013 (London: Bloomsbury, 2017); William Dalrymple, The Anarchy: The East India Company,
Corporate Violence, and the Pillage of an Empire (New York: Bloomsbury, 2019).



balanced budget relied on it, British identity was built around it, and British prosperity and security
depended upon it.'* As Adam Smith put it in The Wealth of Nations, Britain’s commercial empire
reflected the sensibilities of “a nation whose government is influenced by shopkeepers”; there was
great political will for encouraging commerce.!> At the same time, more than in other countries in
Europe, British political thinkers were at pains to distinguish between public and private
institutions. One of Smith’s chief targets in The Wealth of Nations was the “corporation spirit”,
which Smith saw exemplified by state-sanctioned monopolies, particularly the East India
Company.'¢ By the mid-19" century, with the folding of the Company State in India, British public
sentiment had largely come around to Smith’s way of thinking. According to the political theory
of the day, the state was supposed to be small and liberal, even if the Empire was big.!” The state
existed primarily to provide a baseline of order and security. Though it regulated (loosely) the
merchant marine, it mostly kept out of the way of business, even as reformers pushed the state to

increase its social services in the late 19" century.'3

4 As Gallagher and Robinson contended, the Victorian state’s free-trade policy benefited British exporters and
financiers. Gallagher and Robinson, “The Imperialism of Free Trade.” David Armitage, The Ideological Origins of
the British Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-
1837 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992); John Brewer, The Sinews of Power: War, Money and the English
State, 1688-1783 (New York: Knopf, 1989).

15 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, IV, vii.c.63. The full quote is "To
found a great empire for the sole purpose of raising up a people of customers may at first sight appear a project fit
only for a nation of shopkeepers. It is, however, a project altogether unfit for a nation of shopkeepers; but extremely
fit for a nation whose government is influenced by shopkeepers."

16 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, IV, v.b.8; Emma Rothschild and
Amartya Sen, “Adam Smith’s Economics,” in The Cambridge Companion to Adam Smith, ed. Knud Haakonssen
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016): 319-365.

17 See, e.g. Jennifer Pitts, 4 Turn to Empire: The Rise of Imperial Liberalism in Britain and France (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2005); Andrew Sartori, Liberalism in Empire: An Alternative History (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2014).

13 Hubert Llewellyn Smith, The Board of Trade (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1928). The Board of Trade did come
to manage labor exchanges, by which unemployed workers were matched with firms, but this relied on the willing
cooperation of businesses. See Michael Freeden, The New Liberalism: An Ideology of Social Reform (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1978), part VI, chapter 6; Jose Harris, William Beveridge: A Biography (Oxford: Clarendon Press,



But the partnership between business — especially industry — and the British domestic state
dramatically tightened in the first half of the 20" century, even if many politicians and
policymakers did not wish to admit it. Even before World War I, the state had come to either
subsidize or partially own the Cunard steamship line, Marconi Radio Telegraph, and the Anglo-
Persian Oil Company, each a major company in its own right. In 1912, the General Post Office
monopolized the country’s telephone service in addition to the nation’s mail service.!® The
connection between the state and big business grew even more dramatically during and after World
War L. The interwar period was one of intense cooperation between big business and the British
state. The state encouraged cartels and employers’ organizations as ways to streamline production
and to increase productive capacity.?’ The early 20" century was an age of massive corporations
— Vickers, Unilever, Shell, Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI) — which thrived under an
encouraging regulatory regime. By the start of World War I, there were 33 trades in which the
largest three firms employed over 70% of all workers in the trade.?! Bigness, in the eyes of its
promoters in and outside of the state, would make Britain more efficient and competitive.?? Large
industry groups would also make the economy easier to manage. Coming out of the closely-knit

cooperation of World War I when businessmen had flooded into state service, British officials

1977), chapter 6. Roger Davidson, Whitehall and the Labour Problem in Late-Victorian and Edwardian Britain: A
Study in Official Statistics and Social Control (London: Croom Helm, 1985). On the British liberal state in general,
see Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History.

19 Eric Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire: From 1750 to the Present Day (New York: Penguin, 1969), 241-242. W J.
Baker, 4 History of the Marconi Company, 1874-1965 (London: Methuen, 1970), chapter 17; Frances Lonsdale
Donaldson, The Marconi Scandal (London: R. Hart-Davis, 1962); Daniel Yergin, The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil,
Money, and Power (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1991), chapter 8.

20 Final Report of the Committee on Industry and Trade [Cmd. 3282] (London: HMSO, 1929); Middlemas, Politics
in Industrial Society, 178-180.

21 See Eric Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire, 216.

22 See Hannah, The Rise of the Corporate Economy.



came to see industrialists and, to a lesser degree financiers, as partners in a project to sustain British
global predominance.?* World War I and its aftermath was the golden age of public-private
partnerships. In addition to pushing cartels, it encouraged the private amalgamation of railways
and the electricity supply in the 1920s. In the 1930s, it sponsored national steel, iron, and coal
cartels and worked closely with key industries to carry out rearmament.?*

This policy of state cooperation with business was less about regulation than about
promotion. As Imperial Schemes shows, between the start of World War I and World War I, far
from restraining business, the British imperial state actively encouraged business. The lack of
traditional forms of regulation — whether related to antitrust, labor practices, or working conditions
— has been taken as evidence that the state occupied a relatively small role in the economy in the
years immediately following World War I, especially when compared with the post-World War II

period.?®> Conceptualizing the state as a porous network — as a “business-state” — radically changes

2 Middlemas, Politics in Industrial Society, chapter 4; S.H. Armitage, The Politics of Decontrol of Industry: Britain
and the United States (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1969). See also Steven Tolliday, Business, Banking, and
Politics: The Case of British Steel, 1918-1939 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987); W.A. Thomas, The
Finance of British Industry, 1918-1976 (London: Methuen, 1978); Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire, chapter 11;
Edgerton, The Rise and Fall of the British Nation, chapters 4 and 5. In his history of British chambers of commerce,
Robert J. Bennett writes that in the interwar period, “activity with and for government has become a dominant aspect
of the modern chambers...Is this for members or for government purposes? The two may significantly overlap.”
Robert J. Bennett, Local Business Voice: The History of Chambers of Commerce in Britain, Ireland, and
Revolutionary America, 1760-2011 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 590 as well as 311-327 and chapter 13.

24 See Tolliday, Business, Banking, and Politics; Ben Fine, “Economies of Scale and A Featherbedding Cartel?: A
Reconsideration of the Interwar British Coal Industry,” The Economic History Review 43, no. 3 (August 1990): 438-
449. Armitage, The Politics of Decontrol of Industry.

25 According to Hobsbawm, “the state refrained from adequate intervention” (emphasis added). Hobsbawm, Industry
and Empire, 214; Martin Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics, 1867-1939 (New York: St. Martin’s Press,
1982), 209-213; Peter Clarke, Hope and Glory: Britain 1900-2000 (New York: Penguin, 2004), 108-110. Even Leslie
Hannah, who explores the interplay of state and business, focuses on the lack of regulation in the interwar period.
Hannah, The Rise of the Corporate Economy, chapter 4. The traditional narrative of the small state does not apply to
macroeconomic management, which emerged in the aftermath of World War I. However, such macroeconomic
management was limited in comparison with postwar efforts. As Aldcroft put it, “it is clear that most [interwar]
policies, whether fiscal, monetary, regional, social, or specific acts of intervention, were insufficient to meet the needs
of the time.” Derek H. Aldcroft, The Inter-War Economy: Britain, 1919-1939 (London: B.T. Batsford, 1970), 298.
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this picture. Instead of the state being limited, insofar as it accommodated the needs and wants of
business, the state’s role was expansive. The fundamental change from before World War I was
not that the British state simply maintained the friendly, collaborative attitude toward private
enterprise that it had forged during the war; it was instead that the British state involved British
business in integral decision-making processes. In other words, the British state — or rather people
embedded within the British state — began to think like businessmen, either because they were
involved in business or because they worked closely with people who were.
sk

The power of British industry was a dominant theme in British historiography in the 1970s
and 1980s. There were major studies of ICI and British Steel, analyses of deregulation and
corporate growth, and studies on the financing and politics of industrial power.2® Business
historians assumed the importance of industry in British life, and they attended to the way in which
the state actively collaborated with business in the early 20" century, particularly as a precursor to
nationalization after World War II. But in the 1980s and 1990s, as capital markets were
transformed and industries privatized, historians shifted their attention to finance, narrating the
late 19" and early 20" centuries in terms of banks, financiers, and the state officials who engaged

with them.?” To take a prominent example, P.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins re-narrated British Empire

26'W J. Reader, Imperial Chemical Industries: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970); Tolliday, Business,
Banking, and Politics. Armitage, The Politics of Decontrol of Industry. Hannah, The Rise of the Corporate Economy,
Middlemas, Politics in Industrial Society: The Experience of the British System since 1911 (London: André Deutsch,
1979); Turner, ed. Businessmen and Politics.

27 Robert W.D. Boyce, British Capitalism at the Crossroads, 1919-1932 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1988); Peter Clarke, The Keynesian Revolution in the Making (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988); Middleton, Towards
the Managed Economy; Susan Howson, British Monetary Policy, 1945-1951 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993). Others
reacted to the increased financialization by calling for a return to industrial protection. See Scott Newton and Dilwyn
Porter, Modernization Frustrated: The Politics of Industrial Decline in Britain since 1900 (London: Unwin Hyman,
1988).
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itself around finance.?® They contended that norms of “gentlemanly capitalism” kept British
industrialists from positions of cultural influence and political power.?’

The following work, like that of several new books, brings industry back into center frame
alongside finance.®® This dissertation figures the interwar period not just as a time of state
experimentation and engagement with business, but as a period during which the state grew as an
economic actor, not least by partnering with industry. It may be true that British industrialists were
less culturally prominent than financial capitalists, but during the early 20 century, British
businessmen accrued tremendous power, reshaping the makeup of the British elite and emerging
as dominant in national politics.>! Despite the reputation of the Conservative Party as a preserve
of landowners, half of the conservatives serving in Parliament after 1918 came from a business
background.?? The same was true of most of the interwar prime ministers. Andrew Bonar Law
(1922-1923) was a successful Scottish iron merchant. Neville Chamberlain (1937-1940) worked
for nearly two decades as managing director of Hoskin’s and Company, which manufactured beds
and marine berths. Stanley Baldwin’s (1923-1929, 1935-1937) family iron and steel firm,

Baldwin’s, employed over 6,000 people. Textiles and coal mining had long been politically salient

28 p.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins, British Imperialism: Innovation and Expansion: 1688-1914 (London: Longman, 1993);
P.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins, British Imperialism: Crisis and Deconstruction: 1914-1990 (London: Longman, 1993).
See also Lance E. Davis and Robert Huttenback, Mammon and the Pursuit of Empire: The Economics of British
Imperialism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); Michael Edelstein, Overseas Investment in the Age of
High Imperialism: The United Kingdom, 1850-1914 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982).

29 P.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins, “Gentlemanly Capitalism and British Expansion Overseas II: New Imperialism, 1850-
19457, The Economic History Review 40, no. 1 (February 1987): 1-26; Martin Wiener, English Culture and the Decline
of the Industrial Spirit, 1850-1980, 2™ ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).

30 Edgerton, The Rise and Fall of the British Nation; Bennett, Local Business Voice; and Slobodian, Globalists. See
also Geoffrey Owen, From Empire to Europe (New York: Harper Collins, 2010).

31 Moreover, the boundaries between industry and finance became less clearly defined in the early 20" century. David
Cannadine, The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), chapter 9.

32 Edgerton, The Rise and Fall of the British Nation, 108-119.
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industries, but the rising political powerhouses of interwar Britain were heavy manufacturing
combines in electrical goods, chemicals, arms, and capital goods.®? It was firms from these
industries, organized into lobbies and employers’ organizations, that did the most to push Britain
to promote economic activity in the country and the Empire. After World War I, industry, as much
if not more than finance, drove the expansion of the imperial state.>* And whereas financiers were
traditionally interested in keeping the state as far out of their business as possible, industrialists
welcomed cooperation with British officials, inviting the active support that would become a

permanent fixture of British economic life.

The BUSINESS-STATE

“What is the system of modern British government?” asked the historian Keith Middlemas
in 1978. Middlemas’s answer, expounded in Politics in Industrial Society, focused on cooperation
with industry and organized labor, with economic ideology playing a much smaller role in party
politics than it did before World War I.°° Instead, the country’s political and governmental
leadership conciliated and managed industrial and social relations. Starting in the interwar period,
politicians came “to accept the increasingly managerial function of the state.” Government came

to mean the “running of the machine by an integrated team of party leaders, heads of

33 Ibid., chapter 5; Eric Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire, chapter 11; David J. Jeremy, “The Hundred Largest
Employers in the United Kingdom, in Manufacturing and Non-Manufacturing Industries, in 1907, 1935, and 1955,”
Business History 33, no. 1 (1991): 93-111; Youssef Cassis, Big Business. The European Experience in the Twentieth
Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 35-46

3 C.f. P.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins, British Imperialism, 1688-2015, 3" ed. (London: Routledge, 2016). Cain and
Hopkins do, however, put more emphasis on gentlemanly capitalism driving imperialism before World War 1.

35 Middlemas wrote his description of the British state before the premiership of Margaret Thatcher. Middlemas’s
corporatist vision of Britain was under attack by the 1980s. See Turner, ed. Businessmen and Politics.

13



departments. .. and powerful interest groups.”® The administrative apparatus thus created in the
interwar period was what this dissertation refers to as the business-state. It was a nexus of imperial
politicians, administrators, and business leaders, many of whom were suspicious of legislative
oversight and parliamentary democracy itself.?’

Unlike Middlemas’s work, which largely focuses on politics — particularly the political
power of large labor unions and employers’ organizations — Imperial Schemes explores the
formation, growth, and maintenance of the business-state itself. It narrates a sweeping change
neither from below nor from above, but from the middle. In this way, it is neither a social micro-
history nor a political macro-history, but instead a “meso-history” of the state and the interwar
British Empire. Its immediate focus is not on the effects of state growth on citizens (as in social
history) nor on the high-level political rationales for such change (the domain of political history).
Rather, it attends to how the state actually grew, what the state actually did, and how the state
actually did it. It does this by examining the economic thinking and actions of middle- and upper-

level officials who made up the state.®

36 Middlemas, Politics in Industrial Society, 11, 23. A similar story has been told of the American state, which grew
by partnering with private interests. See Brian Balogh, The Associational State: American Governance in the
Twentieth Century (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015) and James Sparrow, William Novak, and
Stephen Sawyer, eds., Boundaries of the State in US History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015).

37 See Richard Roberts, “The Administrative Origins of Industrial Diplomacy: an Aspect of Government-Industry
Relations, 1929-1935”, 93-104, in Turner, ed., Businessmen and Politics. John Turner, critical of Middlemas’s
corporatist account of British history, agreed that Businessmen “got much of what they wanted in Britain in the first
half of the twentieth century.” For Turner, “the relationship between business and the state was not one of domination
by either side, but of bargaining between two weak entities which often did not know their own minds.” This account
generally squares with the one presented here, excepting the fact that Turner sees “business” and “government” as
distinct. John Turner, “The Politics of Business,” in Turner, ed., Businessmen and Politics, 3. On the debates over
administrative authority, see Committee on Ministers’ Powers, Report (London: HMSO, 1932) [Cmd. 4060].

38 In so doing, it builds on a growing body of work that addresses the economic thinking of administrators. See, for
instance, Arunabh Ghosh, Making It Count: Statistics and Statecraft in the Early People’s Republic of China
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020); Amy Offer, Sorting Out the Mixed Economy: The Rise and Fall of
Welfare and Developmental States in the Americas (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019); Shenk, Inventing
the American Economy; Patricia Clavin, Securing the World Economy: The Reinvention of the League of Nations,
1920-1946 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); Thomas Stapleford, The Cost of Living in America: A Political
History of Economic Statistics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Tooze, Statistics and the German
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Writing a meso-history, especially of the economic life of the state, involves deploying a
new kind of bureaucratic history. Many of the histories of state policy and administration published
from the 1920s through the 1950s — whether domestic or imperial — were biased and dry. Written
as blow-by-blow accounts or administrative logs, they were frequently the products of former state
officials.® Such are the cases of the official history of the Colonial Office, written by Sir Charles
Jeffries and that of the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research by Sir Harry Melville.*°
Both books belonged to a series of fifteen volumes on Whitehall ministries and departments
published in the 1950s and 1960s, written “to provide authoritative descriptions” of central
government organs. The “New Whitehall Series” took a cue from an older series of books about
government departments: The Economic and Social History of the World War, commissioned by
the Carnegie Foundation in the aftermath of World War I to document the operation of the wartime
state.*! These too were authored by former administrators, as were most of the dozens of volumes
of The History of the Second World War, commissioned by the British state and published starting
in the late 1940s.

Written “from the inside”, these older bureaucratic histories offer dense chronicles of the
British state. They make for heavy reading: difficult to skim, frequently smug, and often without

discernable theses. But though they often lack critical perspective, there is much to be admired and

State; Adam Tooze, The Wages of Destruction: The Making and Breaking of the Nazi Economy (New Y ork:
Penguin, 2007).

39 See, e.g. Llewellyn Smith, The Board of Trade, which remains among the most authoritative accounts of the Board
of Trade.

40 Charles Jeffries, The Colonial Office (London: Allen and Unwin, 1956); Harry Melville, The Department of
Scientific and Industrial Research (London: George Alllen and Unwin, 1962).

4! Katharine Rietzler, “The War as History: Writing the Economic and Social History of the First World War,”
Diplomatic History 38, no. 4 (September 2014): 826-839.
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gained from them. Because of their remarkable detail, the books convey the individual
personalities of administrators, the cultures of departments, and the susceptibility of officials to
business contacts or ideology. The older histories were long, narrow, and detailed enough to paint
a picture of a relatively small coterie of powerful individuals who ran in the same circles,
professionally, socially, and familially.

Imperial Schemes focuses with similar detail on that coterie of administrators,
policymakers, politicians, and businessmen. It attends to employment histories of bureaucrats,
social connections of administrators, and ideological commitments of middle managers. In short,
it treats these figures as serious thinkers and actors.*? Because it focuses at the meso-level, this
work features a large cast of characters. Well-remembered individuals like David Lloyd George
or Winston Churchill were important in building the British state in the early 20" century, but so
too were hundreds of others who have been treated more passingly in history books. This work
attends to these largely forgotten, though vitally important, individuals because they mattered in
shaping the state. Though numerous, these actors were not diverse. With a few exceptions, the
people who appear in Imperial Schemes are overwhelmingly white and overwhelmingly male.
That is because the business-state — that nexus of economic, political, and administrative power —
was overwhelmingly white and male. Its operation was a product of entrenched privilege and
prejudice.

This basic fact underscores the importance of investigating the business-state critically.
Unlike the old bureaucratic histories, Imperial Schemes approaches its subjects with the skepticism

of modern historical practice. It recognizes callous, bigoted, and chauvinistic thinking. It also

42 As Diana Kim writes, “it takes seriously the importance of language and knowledge in administrative work.” Diana
S. Kim, Empires of Vice: The Rise of Opium Prohibition Across Southeast Asia (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2020), 12.
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