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BREXIT AND EMPIRE:
THE ROLE OF COLONIAL NOSTALGIA
IN THE ARGUMENT FOR “GLOBAL BRITAIN”

To what extent has the argument for ‘Global Britain’ benefited from elements of colonial nostalgia
that may have permeated British collective memory until the present day? In other words, can a gene-
alogy be established between Britannia (Thomas Arne composed Rule Britannia in 1740) and Brexit?
Whilst the concept of Empire 2.0 has often been used to engage with the range of reasons put forward
by Brexiteers to support the principle of a breakaway from the EU, commentators have often neglected
the long-term ramifications of the feelings that may have played a role in the choice of 52% of the British
population in the summer of 2016.

Yet, a longue dur e approach reveals compelling continuities over several centuries. Historiographi-
cal developments since the 1980s have pointed towards the persisting influence of the imperial experi-
ence on the DNA of British culture and politics. This was reflected in a range of cultural manifestations
reaching large constituencies of the population of the British Isles — what John MacKenzie has termed
‘Popular Imperialism’. This paper explores the hypothesis that this deeply rooted attachment to the Em-
pire has been running consistently (although at varying degrees) at least since the eighteenth century,
and has found a new lease of life among supporters of the Brexit process, who have celebrated often
implicitly the strength of the imperial legacy as a suitable alternative to the EU project.

Key words: ‘Global Britain’, colonial nostalgia, Brexit, European Union.
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bpekcut xxoHe Umnepus: «XKahanabik, BpuTaHusi» XXOAbIHAAFDI
KOAOHMAAADBIK HOCTAAbIUSIHbIH, POAI

ByriHri KyHre AeniH OGpPUTAHABIK YXXbIMABIK CaHara CiHiM KEeTKeH KOAOHMAAAbIK, GpUTAHABIK,
UMNepusiHbl aHcay saemeHTTepi «KahaHAblK YAbIGPUTAHMS» YFbIMbIHBIH, XKETICTIFiHE KaHLWAAbIKTbI
cebenTteceai?

backawa antkaHaa, bputaHus (1740 >kbiabl Tomac ApH wbirapraH Rule Britannia (backap,
BpuTaHus) NaTproTTbIK, BHI GOMbIHIWIA) >koHe bpekcnT apacbiHAA FreHEOAOrMSAbIK, GaAaHbIC OpHaTYyFa
6oAa Ma?

Mmnepna 2.0 TyXblpbIMAAMachl eAAiH, Eyponaablk, OaakTaH LWbIFY MPUHLMNTEPIH KOAAANTbIH
BpekcuT xakTacTapbiHbIH GipKaTap cebenTepAi Herisaey yLiH XXui KOAAQHbIAFAHbIMEH KOMMEHTaTOpAap
BpuTaHMs XaAKbIHbIH OCbl MBCEAe TOHIperiHAeri OYypblHFbl CE3IMAEPIH €AeYCi3 KaAAblpFaHbl GEATiAi
POA aTKapAbl XKeHe YAbIOpUTaHUSt XaAKbIHbIH 52% 2016 >KblAAbIH Xa3biHAa EypooaakTaH LibIFyAbl
KoAAaAbl. COHABIKTaH, 8Ai KYHre AeiiH y3ak, mep3im Taciai — (longue durée) 6ipHelue Facbipaap 6OMFbI
TypaKTbl CabakTacTbiKThl KepceTeai. 1980 biaaapAaH KEMiHT Tapuxu oKmFasap GpUTaH MOAEHMETI
MeH casicaTbiHbIH AHK-CbiHa MMNEPUSIABIK, TOXKIPMOE bIKMaAbIHbIH TYPaKThl CaK TAAFAHAbIFbIH KOPCETEAI.
ByAa BpuTaHAblK apansapAblH OYKIA TYpFbIHAQPbIH KaMTblFaH >XoHe AXKOH MakeH3M «XaAbIKTbIK,
UMMEepUaAn3M» Aen aTaFaH Bipkarap MeAEHM LaparapAa 6ankasAbl.

ByA Makarapa, KeM AereHAe OH cerisiHwi FacbipaaH Gepi TepeH 6GoiAan KeTKeH umnepusra
TOYEAAIAIK KYyObIAbICHI (8P TYPAI Aopexxkese GOACA AQ) CaKTaAbiM, UMMEPUSAbIK, MypaHbiH, KywiH EO
»obacblHa KOAaAbl GaramMa peTiHAE KebiHe KacblpblH aTan eTkeH Brexit kakTactapbl apacbiHAA XaHa
OeMIp TanTbl AE€reH rmnoTe3a 3epTTeAreH.

Ty#in ce3aep: «KahaHablK YAbIGpUTaHMs», GpUTaHABIK MMMepUsHbI aHcay, bpekcut, Eypooaak.
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bpekcuT M umnepus: poAb KOAOHUAAbHOM HOCTaAbIUU
B aprymeHTax 3a «['ro6aAbHoM bputaHum»

B kakon cTeneHu AOBOAbI B MOAb3Y «[A0GaAbHOM» BpUTaHUM BBIMIPAAM OT OCHOB KOAOHMAALHOM
HOCTaAbIMU, KOTOPbIE, BO3MO>KHO, MPOHMU3bIBAIOT GPUTAHCKYIO KOAAEKTUBHYIO NMaMsTb AO CEFOAHSILLIHEro
AHS? APYrMMM CAOBaMM, MOXKHO AWM YCTAHOBWMTb FeHeaAorMyeckyto cBg3b Mexxay bputanueit n Brexit
(Tomac ApH Hanucaa «[1paBb, bputanuga» B 1740 roay)? B 1o Bpems kak KoHuenums Mmnepus 2.0
YaCTO MCMOAb30BaAaCh AASl OOOCHOBAHMUSI LIEAOTO PSIAQ MPUUMH, BbIABUHYTHIX CTOPOHHMKamMK Brexit,
NMOAAEP>KMBAIOLLMX MPUHLMI BbIxOAQ CTpaHbl 13 EBponerickoro Coto3a, KOMMEHTaTOpbl NpeHebperan
AABHUMM 4YyBCTBamMM bBpuTaHCKOro HaceAeHusi OTHOCUTEAbHO AAQHHOrO BOMPOCA, YTO CbIrPaAo
onpeAeAéHHYI0 poAb 1 52% HaceAeHns NOAAEPXKAAN BbIXOA M3 EBpocoto3a neTtom 2016 T.

[No3ToMy, Tak Ha3biBaemblit MOAX0A longue dur e oTpaxkaeT y6eAUTeAbHYIO NMPEEMCTBEHHOCTb Ha
NPOTSXKEHUU HECKOAbKMX CTOAETMI. McTopurorpadmueckue cobbitusi ¢ 1980-x roa0B yKasbiBAIOT Ha
COXpaHsIoLLeecs BAMSIHUE umnepckoro onbita Ha AHK bpuTtaHckoi KyAbTypbl 1 MOAUTUKK. ITO BbIAO
OTPaXKeHO B PSAe KYAbTYPHbIX MEPOMNPUSITUIA, AOCTUILUMX LUMPOKMX KPYroB HaceAeHus bputaHckmx
OcCTpoBOB — TO, YTO A>KOH MakKeH3M Ha3BaA «HaPOAHBIM MMIMEPUAAN3MOMD.

B 3TOM cTaTbhbe paccMaTpPMBAETCS TUMOTE3A O TOM, UTO 3TO FAYOOKO YKOPEHMBLLIASICS MPUBSI3aHHOCTb
K MIMnepumm cyLecTByeT NOCTOSIHHO (XOTS1 B pa3HoM cTeneHn), no kpaHen mepe, ¢ VIl seka, n npruobpea
HOBYIO >KM3Hb CPEAM CTOPOHHMKOB npouecca Brexit, KoTopble 4acTo BocxBaAsian, 6e3 KOAeOaHMIA CUAY

UMIMEPCKOro HaCAeAMS KaK Camyto MOAXOASLLYIO aAbTepHaTuBy EBponeiickomy Colosy.
KatoueBble cAoBa: <[ A06aAbHas bprTaHUs», KOAOHMAAbHAS HOCTAALIUSI, KOAOHMAAbHASI HOCTAABI S,

EBpocoios.

Introduction

The result of the referendum that took place in
Britain on 23 June 2016, which asked the question
“Should the United Kingdom remain a member of
the European Union or leave the European Union?”
sent shockwaves through the world as it provided
the relatively unexpected result that 51.89% of
voters, or just above 17.4 m voters, chose to leave
the EU, as opposed to 16.1 m, or 48.11 %, opting to
remain. Thus a small majority of the British public
decided that Britain’s future was better outside of
the EU, than as part of the largest free-trade area of
the world. This seemed to be an unexpected course,
to say the least, for a country that had so often been
the champion of free-trade, very frequently to the
despair of its Continental rivals. This choice was
confirmed on the occasion of the early general
election of December 2019, which returned a
majority of eighty MPs in favour of Boris Johnson’s
Conservatives. Whilst the first-past-the-post
electoral system decidedly skewed the result, with
only 48 % of the vote going to openly pro-Brexit
parties (therefore excluding Labour which, with the
rest of the opposition, has gathered around 52 %
of the votes), the path to ‘Get Brexit done’, as the
Conservative electoral slogan put it, lay wide open
and it had proved to be a decisive winning argument
in the electoral battle.

Therefore, it is fair to say that Britain is a
country which has not voted to leave the EU in a
“fit of absence of mind’ (to paraphrase John Robert
Seeley, of whom we will hear more below). To a
small majority of the British population, Brexit
appears as a project, the same way as, in John
Darwin’s words echoing those of Adam Smith,
the British Empire was ‘the project of an empire’.
Could it be that Brexit was in the end the twenty-
first century equivalent to Henry VIII’s decision
to secede from Rome? Beyond blaming Britain’s
current electoral system which has provided
perhaps a skewed representation of the ‘people’s
will’, as it is so widely referred to these days, there
are some legitimate reasons grounds to look for
reasons explaining the persistence of the British
public’s aloofness, or even open hostility, towards
the European project. Was the past, especially in
its colonial form, sending palatable echoes to a
significant fringe of British voters, who were lured
into the prospect of an ‘Empire 2.0°? Could it be
that the British bulldog was biting back, perhaps for
the wrong reasons, but answering nonetheless an
atavistic call?

As a historian of the British empire who, from
a historiographical perspective, belongs decidedly
to the camp of the MacKenzie-ites, perhaps of the
sub-type of the MacKenzie-ites sans frontiéres
(Sebe 2019), and therefore believes in the pervasive
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influence of the colonial experience on British
culture, beliefs and values — what MacKenzie has
termed the ‘imperial mindset’, one question becomes
inescapable: could it be that all these sediments
accumulated over centuries of overseas ventures,
these echoes of ‘Britannia rules the waves’, played a
role in shaping the 21st-century British worldview,
singularly vis-a-vis the major political project of the
post-war period, the EU? Could it be that not-too-
distant memories of empire, and nostalgia towards it,
have made it easier for the overwhelming majority of
UK newspapers to develop a fiercely anti-European,
jingoistic tone to the delight of their readers?

More broadly, can a genealogy be established
between Britannia (Thomas Arme composed Rule
Britannia in 1740) and Brexit? Whilst the concept
of Empire 2.0 has often been used to engage with
the range of reasons put forward by Brexiteers to
support the principle of a breakaway from the EU,
commentators have often neglected the long-term
ramifications of the feelings of pride and nostalgia
towards a time when, as the word goes, the ‘sun
never set on the British empire’. Yet, such feelings
may have played a role in the choice of 52% of the
British population in the summer of 2016.

The case for such a perspective is compelling.
A longue durée approach reveals robust continuities
over  several  centuries. Historiographical
developments since the 1980s, in the wake of
MacKenzie’s Propaganda and Empire, have pointed
towards the persisting influence of the imperial
experience on the DNA of British culture and
politics. It is now beyond doubt that a broad range of
cultural manifestations reaching large constituencies
of the population of the British Isles contributed
to the creation of an intellectual and political
climate congenial to the blossoming of feelings of
exceptionality about Britain’s destiny.

In other words, did Britannia lead in some way,
perhaps via a couple of detours, to Brexit, as some
scholars have started to argue recently? (Ward and
Rasch; Dorling and Tomlinson) More broadly, can
historians contribute in meaningful ways to the soul-
searching exercise that events in the last three years
have inevitably led liberal thinkers to undertake?
This was the case both in the wake of the June 2016
referendum and its sequel, the 2019 general election
that gave Boris Johnson an unprecedented level of
control over the legislative and executive future
of the country, with a clear mandate to implement
Brexit, ending the parliamentary limbo brought
about by the deep divisions running through the
Houses of Parliament about that matter throughout
the summer of 2019.
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This paper is based on the hypothesis that this
deeply rooted attachment to the Empire has been
running consistently (although at varying degrees)
at least since the eighteenth century, and has found
a new lease of life among supporters of the Brexit
process, who have celebrated often implicitly, but
also explicitly, the strength of the imperial legacy
as a suitable and preferable alternative to the EU
project, therefore giving vital historically-fuelled
momentum to their movement. Spanning three
centuries of British cultural history, this paper offers
a reflection about the long-term dynamics that have
made the unthinkable possible: that one of the leading
proponents of post-war European cooperation and
free trade, would decide one day to turn its back to
the ideals it had actively promoted — for instance,
as a founding member of the Council of Europe.
Such a radical U-turn is bound to have deeper
roots than a skewed parliamentary representation
or an unexpected referendum result, and we will be
exploring three key themes in the following pages.

First, under the heading of Britannia, we will
consider the ways in which Britishness has taken
shape hand in hand with imperial expansion, and
how, conversely, the empire has been a major conduit
for the emergence of this composite identity, gluing,
sometimes with a bit of pressure that was not always
welcome at the receiving end, the four constitutive
nations of the United Kingdom.

Secondly, under the concept of ‘Bringers of
Progress’, we will examine how imperial thinking
fuelled a deep belief in the exceptionalism of British
imperialism — a claim that would lay the ground
for the third and last stage of our journey, which
is Brexit. We will see how the rise of Brexit ideals
was fuelled by what I call here the triumph of the
‘Absent-Minded “Civilizer”” in the postcolonial era.

Finally, as a concluding coda, we will ask
whether Brexit Britain could be seen as a new
Brutus, condemned as it is to reinvigorate memories
of past imperial grandeur, and the subjugation of
others that came with it, to justify its claim for its
own national independence, in a blatant example of
historical collision that does not fall short of irony.

Britannia: Where it all started?

Whilst it might have become less fashionable
to celebrate it ever since British policy-makers
calculated that an orderly retreat from Empire
was preferable to a string of costly wars against
independence fighters around the world, the notion
of Empire has been historically very closely
associated with the concept of Britishness. Even if
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it was nowhere to be found in the open in the post-
colonial period, it still remained almost everywhere.
When considering what it takes to be British, or
even more generally what makes a British person,
the Empire could never be too far. At times, it could
even be at the heart of people’s homes, especially
when their own lives had included significant
spells under imperial skies (Longair and Jeppesen).
Ever since the Act of Union of 1707, the Empire
offered an outlet to glue the four nations of the
United Kingdom, alleviating the tensions between
England and its other three junior partners, who
resented the former’s leading role, often to their
detriment. Among the four nations, the Scots played
a significant role in the administration of the empire,
as recent scholarship has highlighted, bridging a
historiographical oversight that is revealing in itself,
as far as the Anglocentrism of Britain is concerned
(MacKenzie and Devine). We also know that the
Irish contributed to the population of both settler
colonies and the ‘Anglo-world’ in general (Kenny;
Belich). David Armitage has underlined the close
relationship between empire, nationalism, patriotism
and national identity, especially revolving around
the Anglo-Scottish union of 1707, and the associated
hallmarks of national identity that crystallized the
‘British state and empire’, which he has identified
as being primarily the Union flag (often featured on
overseas flags, until the present day), ‘God Save the
King’ and ‘Rule, Britannia’ (Armitage 170) — the
imperial echoes of which resurfaced on the occasion
of the controversy around the inclusion of the piece
in the BBC’s Night of the Proms in the summer of
2020. One might add to the list the very fact that
many key identity-related elements, some of which
formed part and parcel of everyday life, sometimes
made direct reference to the Empire: one of the most
blatant examples being the ‘imperial system’ of
measurements.

The way in which the empire was represented
to the British public in the past might explain why
its long shadow has influenced current reflections
on the subject, sometimes reverberating until the
present day. In that context, historian John Robert
Seeley might offer a key to understanding the reason
why Brexit has enjoyed higher levels of support
in England than in any of the other constitutive
nations. He began his first lecture on The Expansion
of England developing as his main argument the
exceptionalism of English history, which could not
be put on equal footing with other European nations
such as, he argued, Sweden or Holland. The long-
lasting commercial success of The Expansion of
England, as well as Seeley’s role in the founding

of British imperial history, indicate that Seeley’s
ideas percolated into national self-representation,
and influenced several generations of British people
when it came to reflecting about the uniqueness of
their country’s trajectory (Burroughs).

Evidence suggests that the development of the
feeling of belonging to the British nation —what
Benedict Anderson has famously called an ‘imagined
community’ (Anderson)— was deeply influenced by
the belief in national superiority, relying essentially
on its clout as a maritime superpower at the time.
Historians of British nationalism such as Linda
Colley and David Cannadine have given the empire a
central role in their narratives about how Britain was
forged as a nation, or how ‘Ornamentalism’, namely
how the British saw themselves and their empire,
trickled down also at home (Colley; Cannadine). As
Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger have argued,
the British monarchy played a leading role in the
‘invention of tradition’ throughout the nineteenth
century, and within it, the empire played a central
part (Hobsbawm and Ranger).

For his part, drawing on the school of thought
pioneered by MacKenzie’s Propaganda and Empire
(first published in 1984), Andrew Thompson has
shown how support towards the empire included
‘various strands of discourse’ and levels of
interaction, citing in particular ‘transnational family
ties’, ‘international labour solidarity’ and ‘the
adventure, excitement and spectacle of faraway
and exotic places’, the appeal of which was mostly
felt amongst the working classes (Thompson,
240). More abstract political or economic concepts
might have remained more exclusive but remained
powerful markers of an imperial identity. Overall,
Thompson has demonstrated conclusively how
the British people ‘developed a remarkably rich
relationship with their empire that markedly
extended the boundaries of their domestic society’,
rejecting in the process the idea that Britain was
an ‘empire-free zone’ (Thompson, 239). Whilst
Thompson’s research focused essentially on the
‘New Imperialism’ of the nineteenth century,
Kathleen Wilson has demonstrated in The Sense
of the People that empire was also an element of
British popular culture in the eighteenth century, a
point which was central to the theories of the ‘new
imperial history’ (Wilson).

What John MacKenzie has termed an ‘imperial
mindset” (MacKenzie 2009) penetrated into the
interstices of the British psyche, associating
closely Britannia and the empire, as was perfectly
encapsulated in the famous 1886 world map of the
‘imperial federation’ by Walter Crane which, in spite
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of some hidden second meanings, conveys a general
celebration of the empire as a key constitutive
element of what Britannia stood for (Biltcliffe).
Through a variety of connections, ranging from
the press to the economic sphere and politically-
motivated arguments, the empire appeared as
Britannia’s intrinsic ally. This association could
crystallize around specific reputations attached to
exemplary figures, such as imperial heroes widely
celebrated as ‘standard-bearers’ of national greatness
(Seébe 2013). Thus in a movement similar to that of
the ‘manifest destiny’ in the US, British imperial
thinking developed the assumption that British
imperialism, as a bringer of progress, was endowed
with specific virtues that made it an exceptional
political, military and economic achievement — a
claim for exceptionalism that resonates until today.

Bringers of progress: Imperial thinking and
British exceptionalism

As the ‘empire project’ took shape and gained
more currency, giving rise to the largest and one of
the most enduring colonial systems of modern times,
another associated belief, which has been underlying
a lot of the Brexiteers’ arguments recently, started to
gain real traction among the wider British public: the
idea that Britain had a unique legacy to give to the
world, through its successes based upon the practice
of imperialism. British exceptionalism could appear
sometimes in rather crude forms, as when Cecil
Rhodes defended the concept of a specific place in
the world for the Anglo-Saxon race. In his so-called
‘Confession of Faith’ of 1877, the Oxford-educated
diamond magnate, who gave his surname to two
British colonies in Africa, formulated the ‘dream’
to create a ‘secret society with but one object: the
furtherance of the British Empire and the bringing
of the whole uncivilised world under British rule’
(Rhodes). Rhodes adopted an extreme nationalist
perspective to advocate British expansion elsewhere,
and not surprisingly given his professional and
personal interests, on the African continent where
he proved to be among the major British empire
builders in history.

Such a line of thinking would be echoed
in countless interventions, especially by Tory
politicians, over several decades. Thus, Joseph
Chamberlain, known for his philanthropic efforts
at home, with a view to improve the sanitation of
the city of Birmingham, and as the founder of the
University of Birmingham, claimed in March 1897
that ‘I maintain that our rule does, and has, brought

20

security and peace and comparative prosperity to
countries that never knew these blessings before.’
(Chamberlain). German-born and  German-
educated politician, colonial administrator and
pro-colonial publicist Alfred Milner became a
champion of British leadership in the era of ‘New
Imperialism’. The man who was granted peerage
in 1901 as Baron Milner of St James’s and Cape
Town, in an association that reflected the central
place of the empire in his trajectory, chose as his
motto Communis Patria, or ‘patriotism for our
common country’ (Lee Thompson, 1). This choice
was directly in keeping with his self-depiction as a
patriot for the Anglo-Saxon Race. Milner celebrated
in the British Empire ‘the power of incorporating
alien races without trying to disintegrate them, or
rob them of their individuality ... characteristic of
the British imperial system’, insisting that it ensures
its success not by ‘what it takes away, but what it
gives’ and emphasizing that it opened ‘new vistas
of culture and advancement, that it seeks to win
them to itself” (Milner, xxxviii). A keen promoter
of the empire, Milner could draw on his exchanges
with his long-time friend W. T. Stead, editor of the
Pall Mall Gazette, not only about his creed around
government by journalism, but also his support for
the empire, demonstrated repeatedly throughout his
career.

Such pro-imperial views prevailed even among
Liberal politicians. Rosebery felt comfortable
defending the principle of a ‘sane imperialism’,
which in his view was akin to ‘a larger patriotism’
(Jacobson, 86). Before him (and even before
Cecil Rhodes himself), Charles Dilke had praised
enthusiastically the ‘grandeur of our race’ which
he sought to demonstrate through his globe-
trotting account around the English-speaking
world, revealingly entitled Greater Britain (Dilke
Preface).

Such views, amply reported through a wide
range of cultural productions ranging from films
to books and newspaper articles, contained all
the ingredients necessary to create a powerful
superiority complex revolving around claims of
exceptionalism and supremacy (Thomas and Toye).
Fast forward a hundred years, once the dust of
decolonisation has settled, and the revival of this
rhetoric, as we shall see in the following paragraphs,
tended to imply by contrast that EU membership
would lead mechanically to a dilution of the unique
genius of British values and practices. This is what
I call the unexpected triumph of the ‘absent-minded
“civilizer” in the postcolonial era’
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Brexit: The Triumph of the Absent-Minded
‘Civilizer’ in the Postcolonial Era?

John Robert Seeley, whom we met earlier, once
wrote that ‘we [the British] seem to have conquered
and peopled half the world in a fit of absence of
mind’ (Seeley, 8). His view was given a new lease
of life when Bernard Porter chose it as the title for
his book challenging (at least for the period running
up to the 1880s) John MacKenzie’s theories about
the extent and depth of ‘popular imperialism’
(Porter). Perhaps the second decade of the twenty-
first century has given us a good reason to recycle
the concept of absent-mindedness, and to examine
whether Britain has experienced on this occasion
a bout of imperial nostalgia and self-delusion that
might have amounted to the triumph of the ‘absent-
minded civiliser’, as a new embodiment of the
‘absent-minded imperialists’ of the late nineteenth-
century.

The outcome of the EU referendum of June 2016
has seemingly led to the resurfacing of old tropes
that had somewhat disappeared under the veneer of
a post-colonial, Liberal Britain specifically embodied
by the Blair and Brown years (with the notable
exception of the Iraq war of 2003). Emblematic of
this resurgence is the episode when then Foreign
Secretary Boris Johnson was heard in September
2017 reciting the first lines of Kipling’s arch-imperial
poem Road to Mandalay whilst on a state visit
to the Shwedagon Pagoda in Yangon, Myanmar,
where colonial memories remain raw and politically
sensitive. As the British government, backed by an
ever-evolving political landscape, opted gradually for
a more clear-cut divorce from the EU, secretary of
state for International trade (2016-2019) Liam Fox
returned to old friends in the Commonwealth and in
the Anglosphere to woe them to sign free trade deals
with the ex-metropolis (Fox).

Many leading Conservative figures have adopt-
ed a similar stance over the years, among them for-
mer party leaders William Hague and Michael How-
ard, as well as former ministers David Willetts, John
Redwood and Norman Lamont. A new rhetoric has
emerged, extolling the close cultural and linguistic
connection with the kith and kin of the ex-White do-
minions, the soft power over ‘third-world’ countries
which were formerly part of the British empire, the
rule of law as a specifically British legacy, or the
representation of the Anglosphere as a family that
longs to be reunited after Britain’s perceived betray-
al when it joined the EU in 1973.

Whilst imperial nostalgia associated with Brexit
longings has been mostly the preserve of the Tories

or the far right in recent years, Labour has not been
immune to it either If Jeremy Corbyn’s half-hidden
Brexit sympathies may have been influenced by his
scepticism towards Brussels’s perceived liberalism,
some of his predecessors openly used the imperial
card to justify their hostility to closer partnership
with Europe. The Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell ar-
gued at the 1962 Labour party conference that join-
ing the then European Community meant both ‘the
end of independence’ for Britain and no less than
the ‘end of the Commonwealth’. Britain would be-
come a mere ‘province’ in a federal Europe, bring-
ing to an end ‘a thousand years of history’, Gaitskell
argued (Gaitskell). Recourse to the Commonwealth
was ‘a means of disguising from international ob-
servers, from the electorate at home, and even from
the policy-makers themselves the full long-term im-
plications of the transfers of power’ (Darwin 1986).
Yet and above all, underlying Gaitskell’s argument
against Britain joining the EC is a feeling of excep-
tionality, disguised in a humble but yet distinctive
claim which hardly succeeds in hiding a deeply-
rooted superiority complex: ‘We have a different
history’ — in other words, having ‘civilised’ the non-
European world gives Britain a special place as a
‘chosen nation’, a view I summarise here as being
that of the ‘absent-minded civilizer’.

This ‘“different history’, referred to almost
humbly in 1962 by a Labour politician, has been
ploughed in recent years, and with much less humil-
ity, by a new generation of historians, both popular
and academic, who have extolled Britain’s excep-
tional legacy and, in the background, its claim to a
unique role on Earth, based on the claim that it has
bestowed the rule of law, free trade and the Eng-
lish language to mankind, setting it aside from the
rest of the pack — and especially from the rest of
the EU. The 2000s have been somewhat of a water-
shed in that regard, starting with Niall Ferguson’s
Empire: How Britain made the Modern World pub-
lished in 2003, followed eight years later by Kwasi
Kwarteng’s Ghosts of Empire: Britain’s Legacies in
the Modern World. Both made a case for the excep-
tionality of the British Empire, the former on the ba-
sis that ‘it sought to globalize not just an economic
but a legal and ultimately a political system too’
(Ferguson 362). Among the many discussions that
have taken place around the question of colonialism
and imperialisms past and present, three have direct
ramifications for our understanding of present forms
of ‘popular imperialism’, and its impact on Brexit
thinking in the UK.

The first of these discussions broached ethical
and philosophical considerations about the accept-
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ability of imperialism. In stark contrast with the
opinion that has prevailed overwhelmingly in aca-
demia since the 1960s, some controversial voices
have argued in favour of a revision of the standards
by which this fact of world history is appraised in
the global human trajectory. Particularly vocal in
this school of thinking, and drawing upon the likes
of Ferguson and Kwarteng, are Bruce Gilley and
Nigel Biggar. Secondly, the development, fate and
meaning of English-speaking countries worldwide
have attracted renewed interest in the last two dec-
ades. The ‘end of history’ as it had been identified
by Francis Fukuyama meant an almost absolute
triumph of the West, in particular in its English-
speaking version. With the triumph of English as
the world’s lingua franca, the origin of this global
success attracted renewed interest from a genera-
tion of new imperial historians such as James Belich
and his study of the ‘rise of the Anglo-World’ since
American independence.

With Britain still soul-searching in an ever-
changing world (one has in mind Dean Acheson’s
famous word in 1962: ‘Britain has lost an empire
and has not yet found a role’), recourse to the An-
glosphere, as opposed to ‘ever closer union’ with its
continental neighbours, seemed to become an alter-
native, and increasingly promoted, proposition. As a
new millennium started, historian Robert Conquest
delivered a stringent critique of the world order in
the West, including the EU, and offered as a potential
solution closer unity between the Anglosphere na-
tions (whilst advocating Britain’s withdrawal from
the EU). This proved not to be an isolated case. The
Anglosphere has been equally presented as a way of
coping with the challenges of the twenty-first cen-
tury by both US businessman James C. Bennett (7he
Anglosphere Challenge: Why the English-speaking
Nations Will Lead the Way in the Twenty-first Cen-
tury) and UK historian Andrew Roberts (4 His-
tory of the English-Speaking Peoples Since 1900).
Whilst the racial undertones of the concept might
have slowed its spread in earlier decades, right-wing
parties in English-speaking countries, and espe-
cially in the UK, seized the opportunity to give a
new lease of life to a concept that had existed for
a long time, but had become dormant as the sun of
post-colonialism rose (Kenny and Pearce; Vucetic).
Even the revival of the heavily racialized alliance
with the ‘white dominions’ of Canada, Australia
and New Zealand became a prospect often used to
justify Brexit or as a means of reassurance in the
transition period, through the project of CANZUK
(Geoghegan).

Whilst such positions were oblivious of the ‘fun-
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damental contradiction of Brexit — a reassertion of
imperial self-confidence and an anti-colonial insur-
gency all at once’ (in the words of Fintan O’Tool),
they exerted considerable traction among the public.
In his recent Empires of the Mind, Robert Gildea has
argued that ‘ambitions and fantasies about empire
in the global and metropolitan spheres had an im-
portant impact on a third sphere too: Europe’ (5).
Indeed, the result of the referendum of 23 June 2016
was a potent sign of the close links between narra-
tives of empire and the Brexit project. The last Brit-
ish Governor in Hong Kong, and chancellor of the
University of Oxford, Lord Patten of Barnes, said
nothing else when he accused Boris Johnson and his
negotiating tactics in the divorce discussions with
the EU, to be on a ‘runaway train of English excep-
tionalism’ (Patten).

Conclusion

Is Britain betraying some of its fundamental
values by turning its back to the EU project, which
owes so much to its ideas and to its practices — often
marked by clear and resolute opposition to the views
of its Continental partners, which it was able to en-
rich and to nuance at times? Or is it reconnecting
with its imperial past by turning its back to Europe
and instead claiming to seek to deal directly with
the rest of the world because, in the words of Bo-
ris Johnson, ‘We used to run the biggest empire the
world has ever seen’, and therefore ‘Are we really
unable to do trade deals?’ (Johnson 2016).

In this context where ‘Global Britain’ is actively
championed by its governmental backers, can we
argue that being ‘imperially literate’, or, in Andrew
Thompson’s word, not ‘imperially illiterate’, played
a role in diminishing the appeal of being a mem-
ber of the largest economic ensemble in the world,
which sits just across the Channel? The concept
of ‘popular imperialism’, and above all its legacy
today, provides a powerful explanation as to why
the 22 miles that separate Dover from Calais might
seem to some British voters wider than the 3,800
miles between Cornwall and New York.

Theresa May’s Lancaster House speech in
January 2017 was enlightening in that regard: post-
Brexit Britain would be a ‘country free to leave the
European Union and embrace the world” — in other
words, answering this call, felt ‘instinctively’ in her
view, to ‘get out into the world and rediscover its
role as a great, global, trading nation’ (May). This is
what Stuart Ward and Astrid Rasch have described
as akin to ‘embarking on a voyage of rediscovery’
(2). Whilst the Brexit vote has seemingly resulted
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from the coalescence of a variety of factors, ranging
from fears of being socially downgraded, expressed
by sizeable sections of the white working class, to
immigration fears and sheer xenophobia, it seems
beyond doubt that the long-standing influence of the
imperial experience on various constitutive layers of
the British public has played a key role in the ulti-
mate success of the Brexiteers’s narrative. A potent
drive towards Brexit may have been the sadness at
the idea that the British feeling of being ‘the cho-
sen ones’ (or the ‘chosen race’ in the terminology
of some nineteenth-century commentators) was be-
ing lost in the transnational and possibly supra-na-
tional aggregate that the EU is seeking to emulate.
Generations of patient and passionate work proudly
‘showcasing empire’ have left a deep imprint in the
country’s imaginary, demonstrating once again the
intricate relationship between culture and politics
and how they can coalesce powerfully at times of
national soul-searching. We have every reason to
believe that the British Empire, and its image in

popular culture, has been, and is bound to remain,
a powerful and meaningful key to unlock many as-
pects of British collective consciousness, past and
present.

NoOTE

This is an abridged version of an article entitled
““Showcasing Empire” Past & Present: Or A Brief
History of Popular Imperialism, from Britannia
to Brexit’ due to appear in a special issue (Spring
2021, No. 93) of the Cahiers Victoriens et Edouar-
diens, guest-edited by Prof. Gilles Teulié (Aix-Mar-
seille Université). It is based upon a keynote lecture
that the author delivered at the annual congress of
the French Society for Victorian and Edwardian
Studies (Société francaise d’études victoriennes et
édouardiennes, SFEVE) which took place in Aix-
en-Provence (France), 20-21 February 2020. The
author would like to thank Prof. Gilles Teulié and
the Cahiers Victoriens et Edouardiens for granting
permission to publish this abridged version of his
article.
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