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Imagining Britain’s Economic Future,
¢.1800-1975: Trade, Consumerism,
and Global Markets
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This book considers how Britain has imagined its economic role in the
wider world and how British ideas have influenced global debates about
market relationships between the start of the nineteenth century and the
UK’s first European referendum. In doing so, the authors explore the
interplay between the high political thought of theorists, the activities of
officials and businessmen, and the everyday experience of the wider pub-
lic.! As the social scientist Craig Calhoun notes: ‘Markets do not precisely
coalesce into a single global totality. They link imperfectly and incom-
pletely. We need to see global markets as relationships among people,
places and institutions’.> Whereas studies of Britain’s relations with its key
‘imagined markets’ usually focus on discrete regions such as Europe or the
Empire /Commonwealth, we consider how these relationships have inter-
sected historically, paying attention to the role of foreign actors as well as
British ones in shaping debates about the UK’s economic future.

Britain is recognised as a key player in the establishment of the global
market system in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.® London’s

D. Thackeray (0<) ® A. Thompson ® R. Toye
Department of History, University of Exeter, Exeter, UK

© The Author(s) 2018 1
D. Thackeray et al. (eds.), Imagining Britain’s Economic Future,
¢.1800-1975, https://doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-319-71297-0_1


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-71297-0_1&domain=pdf

2 D.THACKERAY ET AL.

pre-eminence as the world’s financial centre was not seriously challenged
until the First World War.* Moreover, Britain played a key role in establish-
ing global communications networks through the activities of railway
builders, news agencies, cable companies, and steamboat combines.® As
Gary Magee and Andrew Thompson argue, the development of the British
Empire stimulated ‘the first wave of modern globalisation” from the mid-
nineteenth century up to 1914. The circulation of information about mar-
kets encouraged people to see the British settler colonies as especially
attractive countries to invest in and migrate to, given they were perceived
to share cultural norms and values with the UK. As this work demon-
strates, culturally based ideas of ‘trust’ and knowledge underpinned these
trade decisions.® And yet, as Peter Cain has recently noted, much still
needs to be done to understand the ‘economic imagination” of those who
promoted British trade networks.”

The economist Joseph Schumpeter put the concept of imagination at
the heart of the entrepreneurial process. It was this quality which, above
all, businesspeople required if they were to succeed: ‘the capacity of seeing
things in a way which proves afterwards to be true, even though it cannot
be established [as such] at the time’.® Of course, Schumpeter was writing
long before Benedict Anderson conceptualised nations as ‘imagined
communities’.? Yet he saw that economies are, in a sense, imaginative con-
structs—making calculations about and placing faith in the future and its
possibilities are key qualities of investors and entrepreneurs. Although
somewhat neglected in mainstream economics literature, Schumpeter’s
insight has found a strong echo in the modern discipline of marketing.!?

Schumpeter’s work on the entrepreneurial imagination was also an
important influence in the development of Ronald Robinson and John
Gallagher’s concept of the ‘official mind’; which they saw as the key driv-
ing force behind British imperial expansion in the nineteenth century.!! As
they noted in the seminal Africa and the Victorians, London policy-makers
‘were usually dealing with countries they had never seen, with questions
apprehended intellectually from reports and recommendations on paper
... it was the idea and analysis of African situations in Whitehall, and not
the realities in Africa as such which moved Victorian statesmen to act or
not to act’.!? The availability of information played a key role in shaping
economic policy-makers’ understanding of the opportunities provided by
different markets. As Andrew Dilley observes, for much of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, ‘understandings of political economy in the
Square Mile were not based on any general economic model. There was a
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prevailing distrust of abstraction’.!® Writing in 1913, a young J.M. Keynes
complained that some London financiers would ‘not admit the feasibility
of anything until it has been demonstrated by practical experience’.!

The question of how changing levels of information available to eco-
nomic actors has affected the role of imagination in decision making in the
modern world is an important one. Quinn Slobodian argues that the con-
cept of an interconnected ‘world economy’ was poorly developed before
c.1900 (at least in the English-speaking world) and the ways in which it
was imagined at this time was informed through modern cultural phe-
nomena such as the telegraph, panoramas and cinematography.!® The
growing role of the Board of Trade in collecting economic data in the
early twentieth century shaped the popular debate about free trade in
Edwardian Britain, and Joseph Chamberlain sought to further bolster his
case for reform in economic policy by establishing a Tariff Commission,
which conducted several surveys of industrial producers.'® The develop-
ment of world economic surveys firstly by the League of Nations, and then
the United Nations, further created new understandings of market rela-
tionships and potential economic futures after 1918.17

As international business scholars have acknowledged, economic imagi-
nation is ultimately shaped by the interpretation of past experience, access
to information about markets (which can sometimes be faulty) and hopes
placed in the future. Perceptions of distance between markets are ulti-
mately culturally constructed. The ‘physic distance’ between markets per-
ceived by businesspeople, policy-makers and consumers may not
correspond to actual measurable differences in institutions, preferences
and values as economic actors may exaggerate or underestimate the cul-
tural distance between two countries involved in a transaction.'® So, for
example, in the early twentieth century many British multinationals pre-
mised their operations in Australia and New Zealand on the assumption
that these were fundamentally ‘British’ nations or effectively extensions of
the British market."”

The 2016 European Union (EU) referendum provides a good example
of how public debates about an imagined economic future can radically
reshape public policy. The referendum hinged to a substantial degree on
competing visions of how the UK should engage with foreign markets. It
was not, however, a simple choice between free trade and protectionism
nor between globalisation and anti-globalisation. Whereas Remain cam-
paigners urged voters not to cast aside the opportunities presented by
access to the European Single Market, those on the Leave side held out
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the lure of a more globally oriented trading future which would, in part,
reanimate Britain’s historic Commonwealth ties.?°

The result of the 2016 campaign provides a stark contrast with the
European referendum of 1975. When Britons went to the polls then to
decide whether to remain a member of the European Economic
Community (EEC), the EU’s forerunner, access to the European Common
Market was presented by the victorious Yes campaign as key to Britain’s
future economic prosperity, and indeed as a means to combat the nation’s
supposed economic ‘decline’. It would also compensate for Commonwealth
markets, whose importance to British trade had declined sharply during
the 1950s and 1960s.!

The triumph of the Leave campaign in 2016 resulted from their ability
to overhaul this earlier perception that European Community member-
ship was vital to Britain’s economic future, and to revitalise earlier narra-
tives which presented the UK’s global trade role as key to its economic
prosperity. Leave depicted the Euro-enthusiasts as having been blinded by
their obsession with the EU to the detriment of other, better trading
opportunitics around the world.?? Historical parallels can be made here.
For instance, Edwardian free traders argued that Joseph Chamberlain’s
attempts to reorient the British economy towards trade with the Empire’s
settler colonies through a system of tariff preferences were foolhardy given
that Britain’s key role as an international financier, supplier of shipping
and producer of manufactured goods meant that it was a global, rather
than purely imperial, economic power.*

Whereas the Commonwealth was commonly seen as a declining market
in 1975, the significance of this grouping has grown substantially in recent
years, with a doubling of its combined gross domestic product (GDP)
over the last twenty years.?* Lord Howell has gone so far as to describe the
Commonwealth market as ‘the soft power network of the future’ given
that it contains two of the key emerging BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India,
China, South Africa) economies (India and South Africa) and countries
which proved amongst the most resilient during the global economic
downturn after 2008 (Australia and Canada).?® Others have argued that
the Commonwealth provides a trade advantage, which can be harnessed
after Brexit.2¢ However, such views are contested, with some seeing the
emphasis of anti-EU trade campaigners on the Commonwealth’s trade
potential as a delusional form of imperial throwback, which neglects the
repivoting of economies such as Australia and New Zealand towards East
Asian markets.?” In any case, the 2016 Leave campaign’s ability to present
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Europe as a region of economic stagnation and a security threat on account
of its porous borders would have seemed remarkable to audiences in 1975
(when the issue of the free movement of labour barely featured and Britain
was far from the healthiest of the EEC’s economies).

The 2016 referendum campaign was also notable for controversies sur-
rounding the role of expertise in debates about the economy, culminating
in Michael Gove’s infamous off-the-cuft remark that ‘people in this coun-
try have had enough of experts’.?® Gove’s exasperation may have resulted
from the overwhelming support of business and academics for the Remain
campaign. The result of the referendum is a useful reminder that we need
to pay attention to the ‘cultural throw’ of economic theories, how they
were articulated in debate and received by the public. In short, why do
some forms of expertise have a greater appeal at certain times than others?
Returning to the Edwardian fiscal debate, it is worth remembering that
both sides contested the other’s use of Board of Trade statistics and
attempts to conduct surveys of foreign labour conditions. Tariff Reform
League tours of Germany were dismissed as ‘Toffs Roving League’ propa-
ganda exercises by free traders.?” The nature of the public debate was
hardly more rarefied in 1910 than 2016.

We are now faced with a curious situation where Theresa May’s govern-
ment appears likely to encourage aspects of globalisation in ways that can
be presented as economically liberal (revivifying links with established and
emerging markets through trade treaties, and encouraging investment
through a low corporation tax) yet at the same time promoting a populist
agenda, which plays into anti-globalisation sentiment (curbing the free
movement of labour and leaving the Single Market). Britain now faces a
period of profound uncertainty as we wait to see whether the promises of
Brexit campaigners can be made real; or rather, which of their conflicting
promises will take priority. In the face of the anxieties that this situation
has provoked, this volume provides a much-needed long-term contextu-
alisation for ongoing debates about Britain’s global trade role.

Imagining Britain’s Economic Future, ¢.1800-1975 provides a major
contribution to an emerging literature considering the ways in which
access to, and the privileging of, forms of economic information has his-
torically affected perceptions of trade and markets.?® This literature has
emerged at a time when the approaches of behavioural economics are
growing in influence, not least as a result of the global economic down-
turn after 2008. Scholars are increasingly focusing on the role of human
psychology, emotion and environment in affecting the operation of
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current-day markets, an approach which has even made it to Hollywood
in the form of the movie The Big Short (2015).3! Within British universi-
ties too, established forms of researching and teaching economic history
have come under question, particularly the centrality of econometric
approaches which emphasise the importance of statistical data and applied
mathematics.®

Historians are increasingly being attracted to using the study of net-
works to explore the ‘performativity’ of market relationships, building on
the sociological work of Michel Callon. Such work focuses on how net-
works connect businesspeople, politicians and consumers, and encourage
the distribution (and privileging) of certain forms of economic informa-
tion, thereby shaping attitudes to trade.®® Perhaps the most ambitious
example of this approach to date is Magee and Thompson’s Empire and
Globalisation (2010), which explores how a variety of ‘British World’ net-
works established during the nineteenth century encouraged the develop-
ment of cultural and economic connections between Britain and the settler
colonies. Often it was non-state actors who encouraged such links. For
example, with the growth of cable telegraphy and Reuters’ role as an
‘imperial press service’, newspapers of record such as The Times devoted
increasing space to events in the settler colonies in the late nineteenth
century, giving British investors a clearer understanding of the economic
potential of these markets.?*

Frank Trentmann’s Free Trade Nation (2008) demonstrates the value
of this approach for a narrower, more nationally focused study.
Trentmann convincingly makes the case that support for the competing
causes of free trade and tariff reform in Edwardian Britain did not
straightforwardly correlate with the interests of the dominant industries
of particular regions. Rather, we need to pay attention to how the fiscal
debate was ‘performed’ by the competing armies of activists mobilised
by the opposing sides across the country.®® By connecting the study of
consumer activism, high political thought and free traders’ relations
with wider international cultures of trade activism, Trentmann demon-
strates that free trade was supported by a vibrant popular culture in
Edwardian Britain.3¢

Despite the growth of ambitious studies such as these, where scholars
have touched on the question of how overseas markets have been imag-
ined in the UK over the last two centuries they tend to focus on discrete
time periods and have paid little attention to how understandings of the
UK’s key ‘imagined markets’ interconnected historically.?” For example,
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studies of the economics of ‘British World” networks have been criticised
for privileging the UK’s cultural and economic relationship with the set-
tler colonies over its involvement in wider forms of imperial and global
exchange, exaggerating the agency of London-based political and eco-
nomic elites, and underplaying the role of Anglo-American connections in
promoting globalisation.®

The development of ‘British World” networks was never cut off from
wider processes of globalisation. James Belich’s Replenishing the Earth
(2009) traces how the massive expansion of migration in the nineteenth
century fostered trade connections across the English-speaking world,
with the Eastern USA, as well as Britain, playing a central role in these
processes. Importantly, Belich’s work considers how the development of
‘British World’ networks interacted with a wider settler revolution, fos-
tered by the expansion of the American frontier and broader migratory
movements in East Asia, Siberia and the Atlantic World.*’

We should be wary of taking Board of Trade returns as prima facie evi-
dence of growing cultural connections between Britain and its overseas
markets. Trentmann has recently cautioned against assuming that a shared
‘British taste’ emerged as a result of expanding trade links between Britain
and the Empire/Commonwealth, which need to be understood in the
context of wider global processes. Consumers outside imperial networks
drove much of the growth in demand for tropical products such as coftee
and chocolate, which were often advertised in a ‘deterritorialised’ fashion
overlooking their production in imperial territories. Moreover, many
imperial goods imported into the UK were then re-exported to continen-
tal Europe.*

Understandings of ‘British World” economic identities were always plu-
ral and shaped by the varied relations between peoples overseas and in
Britain.*! ‘Britishness” was an ‘imagined identity’ which could be employed
by colonial subjects for a variety of reasons: to challenge discrimination, to
plead their legal rights to imperial authorities, or to attempt to improve
their status.*? As such, languages of British ‘loyalism” were always layered,
diffuse and shaped by national considerations. This was particularly the
case in early twentieth-century South Africa. Saul Dubow demonstrates
that supporters of connections to Britain did not necessarily express loy-
alty to the crown or British institutions; Afrikaners could connect the
upholding of ‘British” values with the privileging of white interests, while
black South Africans could celebrate ‘British” values to express their hostil-
ity to Afrikaners.*?
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Imaygining Britain’s Economic Future, c.1800-1975 uses a series of case
studies to consider how various audiences, both in the UK and overseas,
understood the role of Britain in global trade. In doing so, seven of the
following twelve chapters focus chiefly or wholly on the post-1945 period.
Historians have devoted a great deal of attention to the development of
the economic ‘British World system’ in the age of high imperialism but less
to its decline after the Second World War and questions of how the UK’s
trade identity was reshaped in the era of decolonisation. For example, Cain
and Hopkins’ magisterial economic study, British Imperialism, is indica-
tive of this imbalance. In its original 1993 publication, British Imperialism
ran to two volumes, with 361 pages devoted to 1850-1914 and 253 pages
given over to 1914-1949, whereas the post-1950 period received a brisk
33-page trcatment.** Similarly, John Darwin’s The Empire Project: The
Rise and Fall of the British World-System 1830-1970 (2009) devotes only
82 of'its 655 pages to the post-1950 period.*®

Across the contributions to this book there is a consideration of the com-
peting factors which affected market decisions and the processes of ‘eco-
nomic imagination’. We reflect on the role of the state in creating or
restricting market opportunities, through factors such as tariff barriers and
quotas, or the provision of financial support for firms. It is worth asking how
useful the concept of the ‘official mind’ is for explaining the development of
market relationships? Secondly, the chapters explore the relationship between
communications and the development of trade relationships, considering
how changing practices of advertising, marketing and the selling of goods
have shaped public understandings of markets. More broadly, it may be
asked how far can insights from behavioural economics be applied to histori-
cal issues of market selection? For example, what effect did the ‘availability
heuristic’—i.e. the tendency to focus on examples that easily came to mind—
have on entreprencurs and on government cfforts to help them?*¢
Furthermore, do conceptions of markets drive economic reality or do eco-
nomic interests create the conceptions of markets? That is to say, is eco-
nomic ideology simply an epiphenomenon or does it actually shape economic
behaviour?*” To put it another way, how can we distinguish between eco-
nomic ideas (expressed in relatively formal ways, even if simplified in political
contexts) and economic imagination (which includes images and perhaps
broader structures of thought)? And what role is played by international
organisations, trade associations such as Chambers of Commerce, commer-
cial lobbyists, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and civil society
campaigners at the intersection between behaviours and beliefs?
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In the first section, ‘Markets of the Future’, the contributors discuss
how particular regions have been imagined as emerging trade partners and
how different groups presented visions of the economic future to suit their
own interests. Frequently, these visions were used to further violent con-
flict, often in the name of ‘prestige’. Hao Gao explores how competition
in image building was crucial to shaping British public opinion and policy
towards China in the era leading up to the First Opium War. During this
period various views of the China trade were presented, often based on
limited engagement with the everyday practices of British trade in China
at the time. Given that there were a variety of competing views of the
China market, we need to think in terms of competing Orientalisms rather
than a monolithic Orientalism.

Stephen Tuffnell explores the politics of ‘inter-imperialism’, consider-
ing how southern Africa acted as an attractive ‘borderland’ for American
traders in the late nineteenth century. The United States took a prominent
role in the development of mining on the Rand and quickly gained a
prominent place in Transvaal business networks during the gold boom
years. This is an important reminder that ‘British World” networks were
not the preserve of imperial subjects; rather they could provide attractive
cconomic opportunities for workers and investors from various countrics.*8
American traders could take advantage of the competing sovereignties of
southern Africa, evading imperial tariffs through trading via Portuguese
East Africa or re-exporting goods via the UK. The concept of ‘border-
lands’ can be profitably employed to understand the complexity of eco-
nomic cultures more broadly. For example, Hong Kong was both culturally
Chinese and a key trading port of the British Empire. As David Clayton
notes in this volume, it could be imagined in various guises by British
audiences, firstly as a ‘free trade colony’ and then later, in a Cold War con-
text, as the ‘Berlin of the East’.

Glen O’Hara considers how New Zealand was imagined as an egalitar-
ian ‘land of practical progress’ in the mid-twentieth century and an incu-
bator for progressive reform, which provided an example for Britain to
follow. Throughout this period there was a constant traffic of ideas
between Britain and New Zealand, fuelled by trade delegations. In empha-
sising the importance of a transnational exchange of ideas about the eco-
nomic future, O’Hara complements recent work which explores how a
trans-Tasman ‘community of interests’ survived after Australian federation
and, if anything, grew in intensity with the growth of Keynesian economic
policies in the mid-twenticth century.*’
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The second section, ‘Imagining Global Trade’, explores changing
understandings of British involvement in the global trade system. Paul
Young explores how the world economy was imagined in board games in
nineteenth-century Britain. As Young notes, such cultural outputs drama-
tised the global trade system for consumers and helped generate expan-
sionist confidence in Britain’s position as a global trade power. While
historians have devoted a great deal of attention to how the empire was
‘brought home’ to Britons, we also need to consider how the public
understood the UK’s wider role as the leading player in an increasingly
interconnected world economy.>®

Marc Palen discusses the connections between free trade and interna-
tional feminist peace activism in the early twentieth century. British think-
ers, particularly Norman Angell, played a vital role in the ideology of the
peace movement and their ideas were promoted globally through civil
society networks such as the YWCA. While Britain was no longer a secure
‘free trade nation’ after the First World War, the creation of the League of
Nations and its affiliated organisations provided new opportunities for the
promotion of free trade policies on an international level.

David Thackeray and Richard Toye use the evidence of social surveys
and patriotic trade campaigns to consider how British consumers
responded to upheavals in the global economic system during the mid-
twentieth century. Whereas there had been significant enthusiasm for the
cause of ‘empire shopping’ during the 1930s, consumer activism in Britain
became increasingly insular and national in focus after 1945. Geopolitical
changes and shifts in the culture of British politics from the 1940s onwards
led to a change in the discourse of virtuous consumption away from its
earlier association with imperial development. During the 1960s, when
the British Government made two attempts to join the EEC, anti-
Europeanism, as much as pro-Europeanism, tended to be cast in moral /
strategic language rather than that of consumer or producer utility.

Lawrence Black and Thomas Spain use the development of self-service
to consider how market practices were reshaped in Britain more broadly
during the mid-twentieth century. Before 1942, self-service did not exist
in the UK but it subsequently came to be viewed as the heartbeat of a
liberal, free economy and consumer society. Black and Spain contribute to
a growing literature which challenges claims that marketing and consumer
practices were ‘Americanised’ in Britain