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Informal Empire
The Case of Siam and the Middle East

GREGORY A, BARTON

“THESE HALE-CIVILIZED GOVERNMENTS such as those in China, Portugal, Span-
ish America all require a dressing every eight or ten years to keep them in order,”
Lord Palmerston remarked in Parliament. The year was 1850, and these words
marked the high noon of British power under the influence of Henry Temple
Palmerston. First as foreign secretary (in and out of office) and then as prime
minister, Lord Palmerston exerted a great deal of influence on the British approach
to informal empire between 1830 and 1865.! He laid the foundations for the
expansion of the formal and informal empire and reflected the prevailing idea in
the mid-Victorian period that Britain stood “at the head of moral, social, and
political civilization” with the task to “lead the way and direct the march of other
nations.” Few doubted in this period that Britain had the role of “world better-
- ing,” as he put it.

Under his leadership Latin America, Africa, the Far East, and the Middle East
were scenes of mounting British influence. By 1880, Britain’s informal empire in-
cluded much of Latin America, the Ottoman Empire, Egypt, Persia, and China—
s well as points in between—a vast swath of the globe larger, in population
rms, than its formal empire. Although the precise mix varied, this informal
fluence was exercised through a combination of naval power, bond loans, local
erchants, trade ties, and diplomacy. This informal empire in particular molded
e direction of the modern world well into the twentieth century through a sys-
1 of subordinate elites, and it lasted until the baton of power itself passed to a
mer possession that some scholars claim Britain once held as an informal
pire as well—the United States.2

DEFINITION OF INFORMAL EMPIRE

ing markets involved opening opportunities for trade, but it also involved
. ging the nature of elites. Europe globalized the world largely through the
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process of imperialism, formal and informal. The argument for using the term
informal empire as a model for world history is strong: massive investment in
a foreign economy; large numbers of settlers or guest workers that run major
sections of an economy or produce critical amounts of labor; outside interven-
tions, whether military, diplomatic, or economic; relations between elites that
determine the economic, cultural, and political direction of a country; new iden-
tities among elite groups that link them to the imperial power. All these factors
justify the term. But scholars have defined informal empire more in passing than
by means of any direct treatment of the subject.

Informal empire means the substance of empire without the form of empire.
Informal empire almost always refers to relations between nations, including trade,
investment, immigration, government and private aid, and cultural exchanges—
not always all of these, but almost always one or more. Within these parameters
I suggest the following definition of informal empire.

Informal empire is a relationship in which a national or regional imperial elite
intentionally or unintentionally exercises a dominant influence over the elite for-
mation, identity, and conditions of exchange of the subjected elite in another nation

or region with none of the formal structures of empire.

This definition steers clear of setting the perimeters too wide, Neither trade
alone, nor cultural exchange, nor immigration or other relations between a more
powerful and weaker nation necessarily means informal empire, at least not in
the sense that scholars use the term. Rich and poor, powerful and weak are polar-
ities that can exist side by side without dominance by one partner. Yet the above
definition is narrow enough to focus on the real issues that historians investigate
within informal empire—a dominant influence that permanently alters the sub-
stantial characteristics of a subjected nation. Tt also addresses the need to discuss
elites—usually the missing factor in our analysis of the formation of the modern
world—and the role they played in the extension of power outside the structures
of formal empire.

To understand the “eclipse of empires” much depends on the definition 0
empire, particularly informal empire. Power flows through many channels, an
this includes development aid, trade, immigration, capital, and cultural influenc

such as mass media, as well as through formal structures of empire. The British

experience preceded and set the pattern for informal empire in the last two cen-
turies and accordingly has much to tell us about the informal empire held by th
United States, and how power accumulates and recedes. For instance, while th
British failed to establish an informal empire over most of the Middle East aft

World War II, they had marked success in the Gulf States and shared this power

with the United States. In Siam the elites very deliberately worked to mi
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the dominant influence of Britain while remaining dependent on British influ-
ence to stave oft advances by the French. This is a common response by any sec-
ondary power that is incorporated into an informal empire, whether British or
American. Examining the “end of empires” through the lens of elite formation
and influence may help clarify to what extent—if at all—Britain, the United States,
and other European powers have in fact abandoned—or not abandoned—the
imperial role.

THE PALMERSTON PROJECT

In Palmerston’s era, the Foreign Office used its considerable power to open mar-
kets. Britain relied on trade for its livelihood, and most of this commerce was
conducted outside of continental Europe, where intervention sometimes seemed
a necessary evil. On the continent, liberalism—though it had its adherents—had
never been fully embraced by any government, and so Britain looked outward to
the world. In 1860 Britain produced 25 percent of all world trade, and 60 percent
of this trade came from outside Europe.

With the livelihood of its economy so dependent on international commerce,
Britain pursued free trade and opened markets not just to itself but to all, calling
it “fair trade,” a veneer of justice that the British found irresistible, If British pol-
icy were chained to the “cash nexus,” as Carlyle called it, this same nexus allowed
Britain to pursue open markets draped with the virtue of humanitarian concern.
When a country opened its markets to Britain, it opened them to the world.
When Britain used its influence to open a country to free trade, it helped that
country modernize, step into the future, and join a mature body of nations that
sought mutual benefits. Force sometimes had to be used. Policing the world to
ensure a global market may not have been, and often was not, altruistic, but the

‘mid-Victorians made a strong case that such police activity benefited more than

Britain alone.*
Palmerston’s diplomacy during the Belgian affair (in which Belgium gained

.! independence in 1830) laid down his three basic operating assumptions, which

vould appear again and again throughout the following decades. First, the Brit-
sh fleet was of incalculable value for diplomacy. After the Napoleonic Wars the
ritish maintained a small army, but it had the largest navy in the world—larger
n the next four naval powers combined. Even if all the naval powers of the

Q}‘ld had opposed the British, the British could have cleared the seas of enemy
&f Ps at any time in the nineteenth century. This gave the British a powerful
reach and the option to blockade, bombard from the sea, level coastal forts, and

pple opposition far inland by sailing up rivers and bays. Thus force guar-
?d. free trade. Second, British interest was allied to strong, independent
f?rcia]ly healthy states under the sway of no superpower outside of Britain,
11 1850 Britain maintained 28 percent of the world’s economic output and
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25 percent of the market share of all world trade, produ.cing 6o percent of the
world’s supply of coal, 50 percent of the world supply of iron, and 70 percent 04f
the world’s supply of steel. Of its exports, 9o percent were manufz-icture‘d goods.
Third, necessary wars were never avoided. British interventions in Latin Amer-
ica, the Middle East, the Far East, and Africa illustrate how Palmerston, anc-i even
his more peace loving successors, like William Gladstone ‘and Lord Salisbury
(Robert Gascoyne-Cecil), utilized these three principles, and interfered whenever
necessary to open markets.® . .

Palmerston showed little hesitancy to interfere, and interfere in such a way
that makes the term informal empire applicable. In defending illlterferen‘ce, in
this case in Portugal, Palmerston argued that “if by ‘interference’ is meant inter-
meddling, and intermeddling in every way, and to every e.xtent, sh-ort of actual
military force; then I must affirm, that there is nothing in such 1nte'rfei."ence,
which the law of nations may not in certain cases permit.” Whatever his view of
the law of nations, Palmerston often promoted armed intervention to open mar-
kets and create new alliances.

Palmerston laid down a flexible doctrine that enabled Britain to support re-
gimes friendly to British influence and to oppose others. In the turmoil on the
continent over Italian independence, Palmerston in 1860 oppose(.i the censu'res
of the king of Sardinia and the annexations that laid the foundation for Italian
unity put forth by other European powers. John Russell, the secretaryuof state
under Palmerston, stated in a dispatch to the European powers that “when a
people from good reasons take up arms against an oppressor, it %5 b'ut ar_1 act of
justice and generosity to assist brave men in the defence of t-hellr liberties. . ..
Her Majesty’s Government will turn their eyes . .. to the grzl\tify'mg prospect of
a people building up the edifice of their liberties, and consolidating the work of
their independence.”

This proved a handy doctrine for it gave the British-go_vernment l.eeway to
support any movement of self-determination that was in its interest, while z.lllow—
ing Britain to withhold support from any government or movement that did not
fit its interest. To aid or oppose revolution gave Britain one tool among ma}ny
to shape the political landscape of the world outside of its own formal empire.
Palmerston felt that “commerce is the best pioneer of civilization . . . [free trade

joined] civilization with one hand and peace with the other,” making.men hag:
pier, wiser, better.” Most important, free trade challenged the traditional land {

owning elites of “backward nations” and allowed a new set of people to takefove
the reins of these societies. When the merchant class gained more money {ro
trade, it took over the reins of government, slowly displacing the old lande
elites. Trade meant change, civilization, and republican forms of governf‘rsl; i
Canning remarked in 1824, supremely confident of the benefits of tFade, 1'[:'1:_1 LIS
America is free and if we do not mismanage our affairs sadly, she is Englis
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Moreover, Britain kept a policy of isolationism toward Europe precisely to
avoid a costly war on the continent that would drain men away from productive
economic work, force higher taxes, increase the power of continental-style bureau-
crats, and transform Britain socially and politically into a mirror image of the
continent. Isolationism kept Britain unentangled (except for very particular and
temporary occasions) and allowed it to remain both liberal at home and interna-
tional in scope. Under what conditions, then, did Britain go to war to secure
markets? Britain went to war outside of Europe when a particular market in
Africa, China, Latin America, or elsewhere was worth the expense. If interven-
tions occurred in Europe, they took place, outside of the Crimean War, in weaker
states like Spain, Greece, or Naples to push for constitutional rule. And while
new markets were important, Britain intervened most often to maintain old mar-
kets. It was when Britain had an economic stake in a region such as China, and
the rulers of that region either would not or could not maintain order or condi-
tions of free trade, that Britain intervened.

In 1810, Britain signed a peace treaty with Brazil that gave preferential treat-
ment to British interests. After this Britain intervened often in Latin America
between the 1830s and 1860s to remove obstacles to trade, investment, and
finance.” When the Spanish colonies rebelled against Spain, Britain was slow to
recognize the new governments, but it eventually did recognize the independent
republics by signing trade treaties with them. This amounted to holding out the
carrot of recognition if the republics met Britain on the ground of open trade
and thus opened their economies to British penetration. Britain also played an
instrumental role in the creation of Uruguay as a buffer zone between Brazil and
Argentina to guarantee open river systems for British trade in the region."” Other
intrusions to keep trade open occurred frequently up the Rio de la Plata, and as
far as Mexico. In 1848-49, Britain threatened naval action off the coast of Brazil
to stop the trade in slaves. It threatened Peru in 1857 to ensure its compliance for
British bondholders, and then against Chile in 1863, among other actions.

In the Levant, the British signed a treaty with the modernizing Muhammad

Ali (1805-48) in 1838. This treaty demolished Ali’s state monopolies and in con-
sequence forced the Egyptian government to take loans. With the treaty came the

capitulations,” which included the right of foreigners to be exempt from Egyp-
1an courts and to be tried by their own European peers. After this, foreigners

oded into Egypt to trade. In 1838, a free trade treaty with Turkey, the Con-
ention of Balta Liman, gave control of customs and tariffs to European powers,
liminated state monopolies, and forced the Ottoman government also to take
t foreign loans in order to survive. Foreign traders paid no internal customs
ty. A year later Britain intervened to protect Turkey from Muhammad Alj,

tuler of Egypt, and also annexed Aden. In 1850, Palmerston established a British
Yersion of Civis Romanus in the Don Pacifico affair, sending the navy to blockade
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the port of Athens in defense of the principle that British citizens anywlhere in the
world had the right to be tried only by the British. Palmerst.on also intervened
to protect Turkey against Russia in 1853-56, fighting the Crimean War to i.<elep
the Ottoman Empire independent and open to British commerce. The Bfmsh
established the Ottoman Bank in London in 1856, and after 1863 renamedl1t tk.1e
Imperial Ottoman Bank, which issued that empire’s currency. When.BenJalmln
Disraeli purchased the Egyptian Khedive’s share in the.SL?ez Canal in 1860, it
effectively gave control of that strategic waterway to Britain. After Eg?'pt. went
bankrupt in 1876 (a year after Ottoman government went bankn%pt), Britain and
other European powers took control of the finances of the Egyptian g.overnnllent
to oversee the repayment of debts to bondholders. When this proved insufficient,
Britain occupied Egypt militarily in 1882. -

Between 1840 and 1860, the British campaigned against the slave trade in
Africa. This in turn increased trade and missions, particularly in Niger, Dahomey,
Abyssinia, and Zanzibar. Palmerston called the slave trade a “foul and detestable
crime,” thus conferring the mantle of absolute virtue on its opponents. Slavi
treaties, he said, “are indirectly treaties for the encouragement of commerce.
Private expeditions were supported by the government info Niger in 1.841 and
1857, Dahomey in 1850, and Lagos in 1851 (which the British annexed in 1861?,
in addition to numerous military interventions against the slave trade. All this
did not mean that Britain wanted formal colonies in the region. Indeed, Palmer-
ston turned down opportunities for the colonization of Abyssinia m the 1840s
and the occupation of Egypt in 1859. Of Abyssinia, Palmerston said, “All we want
is trade and land is not necessary for trade; we can carry on commerce very well
on ground belonging to other people.” Only when other Europeanl powers, patg
ticularly Germany, threatened this commerce with formal annexations did Brit-
ain join a scramble for formal colonies in the sub-Sah.ara.” - :

Despite this busy schedule, the British also found time to mtel:vene i the Far
East. The Opium War of 1839-42 ended with the Treaty of sznkmg,'whlch gave
Britain Hong Kong and opened five “treaty ports” with special trading conces-
sions and extraterritoriality for foreigners. Along the China coast, the French
and British intervened repeatedly in 1847, 1856, and 1860. In 1863, Robert Hart,

an Englishman, governed the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs and used its

revenues to repay loans from Western banks. Soon afterward the British took over

the local salt administration. Palmerston, as well as his immediate successors‘,i

played a key role in these global interventions. The question of informal empir

hinges on such interventions, and the economic penetrations that occurred:

because of them. o
Palmerston sought the prosperity of Britain through t.rade but also i 0

reaching ambitions to change the nature of Britain’s trading partne';?——l(;lfbf

Canning’s famous phrase, to “make them English.” Palmerston combine
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diplomacy, and trade to create a large informal empire of influence that paral-
leled and even surpassed the influence of Britain’s growing formal empire. At
his death in 1865, much of the modern world had been cast in the mold that
Palmerston advocated—a world where constitutional government commanded
the greatest respect, free trade defined the economic relationship between coun-
tries, and a new business and professional elite acted like a solvent against tradi-
tional culture-cum-economic life and helped usher in the globalized world that
we understand today. He also launched Britain on a path that led to resentment
from those so forced into a modern mold.

But as the Industrial Revolution continued to evolve in European countries,
Britain saw its relative—if not absolute—economic power slipping. Palmerston
observed, “The rivalship of European manufacturers is fast excluding our pro-
ductions from the markets of Europe and we must unremittingly endeavor to
find in other parts of the world new vents for the produce of our industry.” Inter-
estingly, he goes on to mention both the Middle East and the Far East as poten-
tial partners in commerce, areas where he had initiated many interventions.”

We see, in the Palmerston era at least, a desire of the elites of one nation, in this
case Britain, to alter the conditions of exchange that foster elite formation in other
countries. We see also—in fits, starts, and even reversals—a discernible inten-
tionality of purpose. Although such intentionality does not prove that Britain
succeeded in its purpose of constructing a durable informal empire in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, it was a step in that direction.

In addition, comparisons between a mammoth Victorian British informal em-
pire and an even larger twentieth-century American informal empire have topi-
cal urgency—especially when informal empire projects a form of enlightened
globalism under the rubric of democratic and libertarian principles. What fol-
lows are two brief case studies in which British officials attempted to establish an
informal empire based on the formation of Western-oriented elites. One led to
success, the other to failure. Both are instructive of how the formation of subor-

dinate elites provides the key to tracing the influence of power, and of informal

mpire in particular.

S1aM AND ELITES, 1888 TO 1932

In the late nineteenth century, Siam, a nominally independent kingdom, remained

! he edge of the southeastern flank of the Indian empire and the western edge
! Erench Indochina. In the 1880s and 1890s, British Foreign Office officials were
g to create a “buffer state” in Siam that would keep the French in Indochina

from bordering directly on India."* The Foreign Office and India Office wanted

€p Siam nominally independent so that the British—who dominated Siam’s
ce, trade, and shipping—could maintain an informal empire without the
irdens and costs of running Siam directly, or of waging war with France.'s
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Historians studying Britain’s relationship with Siam have debated vigorously
whether Siam was part of Britain’s “informal empire.” Robjnson and Glal.lagher
first brought the term into wide use in their classic artif:le The Impen_ahsm c')f
Free Trade,” published in the Economic History Review in 1953. Folllow.mg their
model, Anthony Webster, in Gentlemen Capitalists: British Impenalzs_m in South-
east Asia, 1770-1890, argued that Britain maintained an informal empire in South-
cast Asia through finance and trading companies. While other scholars, )such as
Tan Brown, disagree that this control constituted imperialisrp, V}’ebster s work
lays out a broad outline of influence in the formation of Smm s economy by
British capital. Many other scholars, such as David Wyatlt, Nlcholas Tarling, and
Michael Vickery, have traced the Siamese turn toward Britain as a.n attempt t(.) rle-
sist French encroachment. All accounts agree that the Bangkok elites used Britain
to develop a Western-style military, court system, and profnf:s_smnal blllr.eaucracy.
Vickery in particular traces how the Bangkok monarchy utilized a Br%hs-h model
of administration to replace local and regional elites with royal commissioners to
modernize the state and bring in new revenue. Given the deﬁnitioln. of f'nformal
empire discussed above, Siam provides a revealing example of Bntlsh-mformal
empire’s alliances with subordinate elites that lasted from the late nineteenth
century until World War 117 . -

Britain’s informal empire in Siam is usually dated to King Mongkut s sign-
ing of the Bowring Treaty in 1855, which gave British subjects extratfrntor}al
privileges in parts of the Kingdom of Siam. In his famous metaphor—_ to swim
upriver and make friends with the crocodile [the Pre_nch] or to SWl.m out to
the sea and hang on to the whale [the British]”—King Mongkut illustrates
how Siam’s elites chose to swim with the whale for nearly a century af“tfer 1855,
making the country, as Paul Ktratoska and Ben Batson .C(.)ncl'uded, in some
degree . . . a part of Britain’s informal empire, in which British 1ntere:<;ts, pzlrlzlc-
ularly economic, predominated without the exercise of formal soverel.gr-lty.

British consuls, merchants, and advisers took actions that allowed British firms
to dominate the teak industry in northern Siam, created British consular courts,
gave British officials representation on the international court in the northern
city Chiangmai, and enabled the Foreign Office to influence Royal Forest Depart-

ment policies and negotiations. Although the Bangkok monarchy and minist‘rlez
had their own internal policies toward northern Siam, they consistently requlr;

British capital and power to achieve unification from the 1%3703 to the 189:1)?;; :
critical period when Chulalongkorn and his government integrated the diftuse

vassalage surrounding the Kingdom of Siam into a centralized nation-state cen
tered in Bangkok. : .

Informal empire functioned through networks of collaboration."” The Fgrilg
" : i

Office used British timber merchants to help control a sensitive region borble !
on British Burma and French Indochina. British timber merchants, notably
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Bombay Burmah Trading Corporation (BBTC), sought to protect profits by keep-
ing out French and other foreign competitors. In turn, King Chulalongkorn and
his coterie of ministers used British pressure in northern Siam to increase Bang-
kok’s control over the region. Chulalongkorn used Western ideas of governance
and economics to assert his own power while maintaining Siam’s formal inde-
pendence. Despite modernization, Chulalongkorn, his ministers, and the north-
ern chiefs feared that Britain or France might annex northern Siam. This fear of
annexation is one of the main reasons why Chulalongkorn initially allowed Brit-
ish trading firms to dominate teak leases in the 1890s and early 1900s. Britain’s
domination of these concessions in northern Siam also helped Bangkok gain
more control over the north, a process akin to an internal colonization.”® Eco-
nomic factors, such as the large capital reserves held by the BBTC and the Bor-
neo Company, help explain the dominance of British trading firms in Siam, but
these economic factors must be viewed in light of the Foreign Office’s purpose-
ful strategic and political actions to install British businesses combined with
Chulalongkorn’s fear of annexation.?!

The Kingdom of Siam remained as the last bastion of the laissez-faire ideal of
forestry in the 1890s. Under the protective gaze of the Indian empire and the
Foreign Office, British timber merchants rapidly moved into the Siamese timber
market during the late 1880s and early 1890s. Northern Thai aristocrats con-
trolled northern Siam and its vast teak forests. These local leaders paid vassalage
and taxes to the monarchy in Bangkok. With no formal regulations for leasing in
place, the aristocrats and foreign leaseholders of teak forests often feuded over
the legality of teak claims in the region. Because of these fights the British Foreign
Office created extraterritorial courts in northern Siam during the early 1880s to
protect the rights of Burmese and Indian subjects who worked in the forests.??
Powerful British timber corporations, which had little or no hand in the creation
of consular courts in 1882-83, eventually sought to exploit these extraterritorial
. privileges. The first British company to take advantage of them and enter into the
teak trade in Siam was the Borneo Company.

- After scouting the northern forests in 1884, the BBTC followed in the wake of
the Borneo Company and started purchasing teak in Siam beginning in the late
880s.2 The BBTC began buying teak from preexisting leaseholders and picked
1p leases as quickly as it could during the 1890s. Both the BBTC and the Borneo
-Company began lobbying the Foreign Office to protect their holdings because of
their increasing interest in Siamese teak. They first lobbied for protection when
‘rance blockaded Bangkok over supposed grievances in eastern Siam during the
Brench crisis of 1893. The Foreign Office assiduously replied to the letters of the
Cand Borneo Company, guaranteeing the protection of British businesses.?*

;30 promised that the Royal Navy would protect British businesses if prob-
arose,
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British firms continued to dominate the teak trade after 1901. Moreover,
British foresters W. F. L. Tottenham (1901-4) and W. F. Lloyd (1904-25) served
as the chief conservators until the mid-1920s. During the first decade of the
twentieth century, the Foreign Office reflected happily on the British monopoly
over the teak trade. In 1905, Ralph Paget, who served as the Foreign Ofhce chargé
Qaffaires in Siam, assured Lord Lansdowne, the foreign secretary, that Britain
dominated the teak trade in Siam: “As it is scarcely worth while to take into con-
sideration the small forests owned by the East Asiatic Company [out of Den-
mark], it may practically be said that the whole of the teak trade in north of Siam
is now controlled by British Companies.”” Accordingly, British firms signed new
thirty-year leases on teak forests in 1909.2 Until World War II and the rise of
Thai nationalization in the late 1940s and 1950s, the only serious rival to the
BBTC was the Borneo Company.” It was no accident that the BBTC and other
British firms came to dominate the teak trade for much of the twentieth century;
it was part of a conscious attempt by the Foreign Office to use British companies
headed by well-known gentlemen capitalists to dominate the teak trade and keep
France away from the borders of Burma and India.

The example of Siam shows that throughout the early part of the twentieth
century, the British special relationship with Siam enabled Bangkok elites, partic-
ularly those surrounding the monarchy, to extend control over the vast territo-
ries of the north and transform a loose, traditional feudal relationship with local
aristocrats and petty princes into a unified modern state. In effect, the British
expanded and sustained the elites of Siam throughout this period. While forestry
policy and the teak trade played a central part in the formation of elites in Siam,
broader influences, not the subject of this essay, were at work as well.

Tue MippLE EAsT AND ELITES, 1946 TO 1960

After World War I1, Britain attempted to create an informal empire in the Mid-
dle East and used the British Middle East Office to sponsor development work
precisely to attain significant influence that would salvage a fair share of its pre-
vious imperial power.® It had a long history of intervention in the region, and
the resentment against British power played a role in the failure to attract and
retain subordinate elites in the Middle East during postwar decades.

The Convention of Balta Liman (1838) gave control of customs and tariffs to
European powers, eliminated state monopolies, and forced the Ottoman govern:
ment to take out foreign loans to survive. Britain went on to purchase the Egyp
tian Khedive's share in the Suez Canal in 1869 and then occupied Egypt militaril
in 1882. Continuing this long history of dominion, Britain used a number 0
administrative instruments to govern the Middle East in the years surrounding

World War IL The Anglo-Iraqi Treaty (1930) and Anglo-Egyptian Treaty (1936)

gave the peoples of the Middle East “a modicum of independence.”? But by wa
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end, Britain had brought much of the region under outright military occupation
Aden and Cyprus were Crown colonies, The British controlled the flow of oii
from Iran through the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. Somaliland, Qatar, and
Kuwait were British protectorates, while Transjordan and Palestine were under
a British mandate. The Anglo-Egyptian condominium over the Sudan, created
in 1899, was still operative. The war, however, had drained substantial resources
from the British economy, and public opinion, as well as the Treasury, increas-
ingly balked at the idea of sacrificing domestic social programs to retain vast
colonial possessions in the face of mounting nationalist resistance. But giving u
control over this strategically important region did not prove easy. !
World War Il and the tide of rising nationalism changed the imperial picture
forever. While Winston Churchill certainly accused the Labour Party of scuttling
the British Empire after the war, Roger Louis points out that Labour attempted
to build a replacement for the loss of India and other areas with an informal
empire of influence in the Middle East and Africa. F. S. Northedge has described
Foreign Office personnel as certain that Britain’s old position in the Middle East
would sooner or later be restored to its former role. Arabs, Iranians, and even Jews
would get used to the idea that Britain, by reason of its long experience, was the
natural agency to govern them, to define their various needs, including defense
and to guide them on their way to prosperity and security.* ’
While London sponsored the British Middle East Office (BMEO) to gain in-
fluence through development initiatives, it is also true that an informal empire
.did not ensue. The British attempted to use appointments of their personnel in
important government and private positions as a “mechanism of control.” Infor-

- mal empire failed in the Middle East because “the right sort” of appointments did

not occur, and thus the British failed to form and sustain a new elite in this region

- after World War II.

There were numerous reasons for this failure. The push for British personnel
went against a natural local resistance to give up authority.” Collaborating elites

_ 111. the region had their own agendas and often played the Soviet Union, United
,. Kingdom, and United States against each other. The freshly decolonized coun-

ie.s in the region had no intention of being absorbed by any one of them, and
A atiolnal leaders used the competitive spirit of the Cold War to increase both, eco-
nomic and military support. Nationalism, surging through the territories held
he colonial powers, strongly affected the countries of the Middle East and
ed severe challenges to the British and Americans (to say nothing of the
.nch).in the region. Nationalism was a tide that could not be entirely stayed b

tablishing the shah of Iran after the reign of Prime Minister Mohammec);
dde.gh, nor by diplomatically isolating Gamal Abdel Nasser as a new Hitler
I.()na‘llsts expressed a certainty of British malfeasance that proved impossiblt;
verride with development aid alone. Mosaddegh’s attitude toward the British
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was shared widely in the region when he said, “You do not know how crafty they
are. You do not know how evil they are. You do not know how they sully every-
thing they touch.™?

Officials at the Foreign Office and BMEO attempted to set up broad-based pro-
grams in the Middle East to develop its economic resources, which in turn would
add political stability to a region where the British wished to protect their pres-
tige and influence. The interests of the Soviet Union in the Middle East and the
critical supply of oil to Western Europe gave added urgency to these develop-
ment plans. Caught between virulent nationalism and American anticolonialism,
Britain had few possibilities for maintaining its own influence in the region. A
development agenda seemed like an obvious choice. A succession of prime min-
isters—Clement Attlee, Ernest Bevin, and then Anthony Eden—saw every rea-
son for British success in a region that lacked money and experts but held large
reserves of oil and a strategic position in the world.*

The British did not succeed in establishing an informal empire in the region
through development initiatives because they failed to recruit subordinate elites.
They had based their hopes for influence on getting “the right sort” placed close to
the centers of power. That meant British personnel running the Anglo-Persian Oil
Company in Abadan, and it also meant placing administrators in key posts within
government ministries.* The influence of the BMEO never rivaled that of the war-
time occupation or approached the level of imperial power. In marked contrast
to Washington, London simply did not answer expectations with ready loans and
hefty direct aid. British influence in the region was reduced to a handful of experts
resisting the receding tide of influence—in vain after the Suez Crisis in 1956.

The Suez Crisis marked the end of significant British influence in the region.
Without Washington’s backing, Britain, France, and Israel attempted to seize
the Suez Canal back from Egypt on October 29, 1956, in response to President
Nasser’s wildly popular proclamation that Egypt intended to nationalize this
strategic waterway, still owned by an Anglo-French corporation. The British had
cighty thousand troops garrisoned at Suez, and military facilities around the
region, particularly in Aden. In the first phase of a combined offensive by three
hundred thousand allied forces, the Israeli army swept across nearby Sinai and

halted just ten miles from the canal on November 2, destroying the Egyptjan

defenders. Just three days later, French and British airborne and amphibious
forces, backed by overwhelming air support from an armada of six aircraft carri-
ers, landed near Port Said and quickly occupied key choke points along the canal.
As his army collapsed with some three thousand dead and over thirty thousan
captured, Nasser responded to the bombing attacks by sinking forty ships und
Egyptian control in the canal, effectively closing it to shipping.

Condemnation by the United States, and a draft resolution of the Unite
Nations Security Council denouncing the invasion, soon turned military victo
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into diplomatic defeat, making occupation of the canal untenable. International
diplomatic pressure, the threat of economic retaliation, and a crisis in foreign ex-
change reserves the week before the invasion led Harold Macmillan, the British
chancellor of the exchequer, to inform Prime Minister Eden that the artificial
exchange rate set for the pound sterling could not be held. Given American oppo-
sition to the Suez invasion, and in need of further cooperation with the United
States as a key ally, the British called off the invasion, accepted a cease-fire in
November, and withdrew all of their troops a month later.

The British suffered a massive loss of prestige in the area. The Suez Crisis did
not strategically dissolve British power or economic clout. But the loss of pres-
tige led to a hardening of the resolve of elites in the Middle East, indeed around
the British Empire, to resist further British influence. This denouement demon-
strates how relationships with subordinate elites provide the key to informal em-
pire. When relationships between elites dissolve, so, too, does informal empire.

qﬁin PTSld‘ent Gamal Abdel Nasser greets a cheering crowd in Cairo after announcing
onalization of the Suez Canal, August 1956. (Central Intelligence Agency)
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The British vastly overestimated the degree to which Middle Eastern govern-
ments would defer to their judgment and advice, even on seemingly neutral mat-
ters. In this tense atmosphere, Britain, the United States, the Soviet Union, and
Arab nationalists were jockeying for power, and the attempt to transplant an
ambitious development program directly from the imperial nursery was a sur-
prising development. But while development reforms, advocated by London, were
a “mechanism of control” that did help Britain to influence events in the region,
they did not, as Roger Louis points out, achieve a dominant role: in the end, the
British lacked the money, and the Arabs (and Iranians) lacked the patience. Cit-
izens of the region wanted to run their own affairs and assumed that the “right
sort” were born and bred in the Middle East.

In contrast to its generalized failure across the wider Middle East, Britain did
hang on successfully in the Persian Gulf, drawing on its long history of informal
empire over these small sheikhdoms to achieve the grand aims that failed else-
where in the region. After decades of episodic naval operations along this “pirate
coast,” the British had signed a General Treaty with local sheiks in 1820, seeking
security for the East India Company’s shipping and an end to the slave trade.
Starting in the Palmerston era, the British consolidated their control over the
gulf, first under a Perpetual Treaty of Maritime Peace in 1853, enforced by the
Royal Navy’s Gulf Squadron, and later under a protectorate agreement of 1892.
The long British presence suppressed piracy and maintained stability in an impe-
rial backwater whose main export was, for several centuries, natural pearls.” After
the discovery of oil in Bahrain in 1931, two British firms, the Anglo-Persian Oil
Company and its affiliate, the Iraq Petroleum Company, dominated drilling in the
gulf, developing the rich oil and gas resources that eventually brought extraordi-

nary wealth to this arid, impoverished coast.** In 1952, following a century of such
indirect rule, the British presided over confederation of the gulf’s sheikhdoms
into the Trucial Council, the direct precursor of the United Arab Emirates (UAE).
Two years later, after Iran’s Mosaddegh government nationalized Anglo-Persian
0il and its massive Abadan refinery at the north end of the gulf, the company
reincorporated as British Petroleum (BP) and remained an active player among
the sheikhdoms along the gulf’s oil-rich southern shores.””
In 1968, the British announced their withdrawal and three years later pre-
sided over independence for Bahrain, Qatar, and the seven sheikhdoms of the

Trucial Council, now called the United Arab Emirates. At independence in 1971,
the British turned over their colonial constabulary, the Trucial Oman Scouts,

which became the basis of the Union Defence Force (UAE), and gave up th
Royal Navy base at Bahrain, which was occupied by the U.S. Navy.* For the nex
two decades, Britain trained many UAE officers at Sandhurst and remained
major source of defense support until the 1991 Gulf War, which Washingto

fought to secure another of these oil-rich sheikhdoms, Kuwait. That conflict:
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|

i served as the final act in this long imperial transition, and thereafter the United

| ?tates became the preeminent power in the gulf, establishing the Fifth Fleet there
in 1995 as a naval patrol force with headquarters at Bahrain.*

Whether voluntarily or involuntarily, London was gradually forced to give way
to Washington throughout the Middle East. The United States, in marked contrast
to Britain, had ample resources with which to build alliances with emergent elites
through economic and military aid. Despite this seeming rupture in informal
empire, American policy after the Suez Crisis quickly took a form quite similar to
the role once held by Britain. Across the Middle East, the United States cultivated
Arab autocrats, whether monarchs or military, as reliable subordinate elites and
built an eftective mechanism of control that would persist for another half century.

CONCLUSION

Just as officials used a colonial environmental discourse in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries to construct imperial power in Siam, so, too, we see in
a largely postcolonial setting the use of both development aid and environmen-
tal initiatives to replace at least some of the influence lost after the collapse of
formal empire. In the case of Siam, informal empire succeeded because the
British played a dominant role in the formation of the Bangkok elite in a newly
emerging, unified modern state. In the Middle East after World War II, the
British—although they had played a large role in elite formation in this region
in the past—no longer had the cooperation of elites and could not form or sus-
tain new elites that had other alliances to consider with countries such as the
United States, were inspired by a rising tide of nationalism, and were backed by
newfound oil money. Informal empire failed in this second instance precisely
because an imperial elite failed to play a formative role with elites in the Middle
East, as it had, earlier in the century, in Siam.

The examples of Siam and the Middle East are two slivers of the “Palmerston
roject,” the first successful, the second a failure. The two examples help illus-
rate the importance of defining informal empire as a relationship in which a

1ational or regional imperial elite intentionally or unintentionally exercises a

1:ninant influence over the elite formation, identity, and conditions of exchange

.t.he subjected elite in another nation or region with none of the formal struc-

tures of empire. This definition provides a “mechanism of control” that cuts to

most important issues of power and influence. The mechanisms can vary,

qne constant remains. Informal empire is about elites in an imperial power

jsu.bstantially alter elite behavior in another setting. The British experience

rdingly has much to tell us about informal empire with the United States,

i about how imperial power is built and how it is lost in the eclipse
ires,
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