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I.

Ever since Benedict Anderson defined a nation as an imagined community it 
has become standard practice to look at what people think about their nation, 
at the image they construct of their national characteristics.* 1 It is, however, 
not easy to determine a single national identity for any state, and especially 
for such a conglomerate of formerly independent nations like Great Britain. 
As recent scholarship has shown, there were vigorous Welsh, Irish, Scottish 
and English national identities in late eighteenth and nineteenth century 
Britain, and these are themselves difficult to amalgamate into a single British 
national identity.

The problem of creating a British identity was made even more difficult 
by the process of imperial expansion. ‘Imagining’ an empire posed the

* I should like to thank Logie Barrow, Jon Erickson, Hans Kastendiek, Ansgar Nünning, 
Richard Stinshoff, Peter Wende, and the very lively audience and participants o f the 
conference for their stimulating comments and valuable suggestions. I am also grateful to 
Eva Bischoff for careful proof-reading, checking the quotations, and unifying the format 
o f the footnotes.

1 See B. Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (London rev. ed., 1991), 6. This does not necessarily imply that political 
facts were unimportant in shaping national self-images. National identities are not 
completely separate from politics. In nineteenth century Britain politicians used images of 
the nation to further their own specific ends, thus confirming and modifying national 
identities.
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challenge of integrating remote and foreign peoples into a common entity. 
The diversity of an empire consisting of many heterogeneous peoples with 
divergent ethnicities, languages, and religions rendered the construction of a 
coherent common identity next to impossible. The British Empire was, as 
John M. MacKenzie has emphasized, „at least four separate entities. It was 
the territories of settlement ... It was India ... It was a string of islands and 
staging posts, a combination of seventeenth-century sugar colonies and the 
spoils of wars with European rivals, China, and other non-European cultures. 
And finally, Empire was the ‘dependent’ territories acquired largely in the 
last decades of the nineteenth century“.2 Politics also did not help conceiving 
the Empire as a unity, because, as Charles Wentworth Dilke admitted in 
1890, ,,[n]o country can be less homogeneous than a nation which includes 
within its territories the Oriental despotism of British India and States as 
democratic as Queensland.“3 Dominions and protectorates, colonies with a 
plethora of different constitutions and ‘the Jewel in the Crown’, India, were 
not easy to think of as a single political structure, much less as a unity with 
common national characteristics. The awkwardness of joining heterogeneous 
peoples in different parts of the world into a single nation is reflected in the 
logical contortions of James Anthony Froude’s description of the colonies: 
„They are a part of us.“4 In Froude’s sentence, the colonies are referred to as 
„they“, not as „us“, thus confirming that the dependencies were not an 
integral part of the national identity. Unwittingly, even language seemed to 
reflect the difficulty of forging a national unity. About the only possibility of 
activating such a conceptual unity turned out to be the use of metaphors and 
the transfer of imagery from other domains onto the Empire.

This article, then, tries to evaluate the role of religious language in 
shaping the idea of the British Empire.5 In the following I would like to look

2 J. M. Mackenzie, Introduction, in J. M. Mackenzie (ed.), Propaganda and Empire. The 
Manipulation o f  British Public Opinion, 1880-1960 (Manchester, 1984), 1-14, here 1.

3 C. W. Dilke, Problems of Greater Britain, 2 Vols., London 1890, Voi. 2, 583. However, 
Dilke was optimistic enough at that time to claim that this heterogeneity could be turned 
into a strength for Greater Britain.

4 J. A. Froude, Oceana or, England and her Colonies, London 1886, 390, emphasis by 
Froude.

5 I am not concerned with the content o f  the Protestant religion, with the differences 
between Puritanism and evangelicalism, or with the role o f churches, missionary 
societies, and the clergy as advocates for or rather against imperial policies. (See, for
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specifically at the way religious imagery informed the speeches and texts by 
laymen who supported the British Empire, and to analyze the way in which 
religious language served to inculcate imperial beliefs and value systems. In 
this attempt to shed light on the creation of imperialist mentalities, I proceed 
from the assumption that language shapes our perception of reality. As Lynn 
Hunt puts it, ,,[w]ords did not just reflect social and political reality; they 
were instruments for transforming reality.“* 6 Similarly, the blending of the 
languages of Imperialism and religion did not reflect objective preexisting 
properties. It rather created its own reality by assigning roles to the colonizer 
and the colonized, and giving meaning to the imperialist project. As I hope to 
show in this article, the joining of metaphors, beliefs, and attributes current in 
the Protestant discourse of the time with the idea of the British Empire played 
an important part in the process of constructing a satisfying and 
homogeneous self-image of Britain as an imperial nation.

Following Michael Titzmann, the term ‘discourse’ can be defined as a 
system of thought, feeling, and argument that is characterized by three 
features: a specific topic or subject-matter, regularities of speech, and 
interdiscursive relations to other discourses.7 Colonial discourse can thus be 
defined as the set of codes, stereotypes, and vocabulary employed whenever 
the relationship between a colonial power and its colonies is written or 
spoken about. By joining the discourses of empire and religion, imperial 
relations were imagined through the metaphors and vocabulary of 
Protestantism.

instance, R. H. MacDonald, The Language o f Empire. Myths and Metaphors o f Popular 
Imperialism, 1880-1918, Manchester 1994, 6, who notes that „Imperialism was opposed 
by, variously, a coalition o f Liberals and radicals, by Church - especially Low Church - 
opinion, by groups such as the Quaker millionaires, or the missionary societies.“) I will 
also eschew the discussion o f the pious motivation of spreading Protestantism as a 
justification for imperial conquest. This, however, is not meant to deny the fact that 
spreading the gospel o f Protestantism served as a powerful justification for the empire. 
After all, even Gladstone believed that the Indian Rebellion o f 1857 was a divine 
punishment for the English, who had neglected their task and not invested enough energy 
into missionary activities. See S. Malik, God, England, and the Indian Mutiny: Victorian 
religious perceptions, in Muslim World 73 (1983), 106-32, here 114.

6 L. Hunt, ‘Introduction: History, Culture, and Text’, in L. Hunt (ed.), The New Cultural 
History, Berkeley, Cal. 1989,1-23, here 17.

7 M. Titzmann, Skizze einer integrativen Literaturgeschichte und ihres Ortes in einer 
Systematik der Literaturwissenschaft, in M. Titzmann (ed.), Modelle des literarischen 
Strukturwandels, Tübingen 1991, 395-438, here 406.
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After providing background about the concept of empire in early 
Victorian Britain, the article will give an overview of the most important 
ways the languages of Protestantism and imperialism were brought together. 
This blending of discourses will be referred to for short as „Imperial 
religion“. I will then go on to an exploration of the functions of religious 
language in imperialist discourse. In the final section of the paper an attempt 
will be made to assess the importance of the Imperial religion for creating 
imperialist mentalities.

II.

Up to the 1850s, the phrase British Empire was used only rarely. Politicians 
and newspapers referred to British dominions or possessions, to the British 
world or Imperial interests. They commonly differentiated between the 
Colonial Empire and the Indian Empire. As late as the 1860s, talk of the 
British Empire could be interpreted to mean either of two things. In a more 
comprehensive sense, the name could designate the whole political system 
constituted of Great Britain and its dependencies. But one could also use the 
term in a more restricted sense to mean only the United Kingdom.8 In the 
latter sense, the colonies and the Indian Empire were not parts of the British 
Empire, but dependencies of it. To think of Great Britain, British India and 
the colonies as a single entity at that time obviously posed difficulties.

Part of the reluctance to apply the word empire to Great Britain resulted 
from the negative connotations of the term. Up to the 1870s, Englishmen 
tended to associate the notion of empire with a state having subjected 
dominions, and the term thus smacked of despotism. In English minds, a 
word with such evil connotations could readily be applied to the new German 
Empire, but not with respect to England. In 1876, Disraeli faced great 
difficulties in securing the title ‘Empress of India’ for the Queen. Even in the 
House of Lords there was substantial resistance to granting such a title to the 
Queen. The motion against granting the title was put forward by a 
Conservative, Lord Shaftesbury, and was supported by ninety-one peers; and

8 The history o f the words Imperialism and Empire is traced in the seminal study by 
Richard Koebner and Helmut Dan Schmidt. See R. Koebner, H. D. Schmidt, Imperialism. 
The Story and Significans o f a Political Word, 1840-1960, Cambridge 1964. For the 
meaning o f  the term in the early 1860s see 37-39.
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the overall reception in the country was so disheartening that the Queen 
dropped her original wish to become ‘Empress of Great Britain, Ireland and 
India’.9 As the acrimonious debate and the adverse newspaper coverage at the 
time show, as late as the 1870s, British subjects were not willing to substitute 
the designation British Empire for British nation. The unity of that strange 
and incoherent amalgam of dependencies was not yet taken for granted, and 
the process of transforming the notion of empire into something positive or 
even noble had only just begun.

One of the major obstacles which stood in the way of a smooth 
acceptance of the Empire as part of the concept of British nationality was that 
liberty was held in such esteem by the English. Freeborn Englishmen were 
proud of their „birthrights“, which involved the preservation of liberty in the 
face of an allegedly omnipresent threat of tyranny, despotism, and 
enslavement. Politicians in and out of parliament tended to fight their battles 
in the name of liberty, accusing their counterparts of hatching conspiratorial 
plots to enslave the nation. Liberty was regarded as sacred. The moral 
philosopher and mathematician Richard Price, who was a dissenting 
clergyman as well and thus should have known better, joined the chorus of 
voices who proclaimed liberty as something to be regarded with religious 
reverence: To him, liberty was „a blessing truly sacred and invaluable.“10 It 
was a duty incumbent on every citizen to watch over that precious ideal and 
make sure that no-one succeeded in establishing despotism.

The commitment to liberty was rather difficult to reconcile with 
imperialism, with its connotations of subjection and conquest. Quite a 
number of early apologists of the British Empire clearly recognised the 
problems with the terms empire and imperialism, which tended to „suggest 
domination, ascendancy, the rule of a superior state over vassal states.“11 As

9 The despotic associations o f the term and the debates about Victoria’s new title are traced 
in Koebner, Schmidt, Imperialism (above n. 8), 118-121. B. S. Cohn, Representing 
Authority in Victorian India, in E. Hobsbawm, T. Ranger (eds.), The Invention of 
Tradition, Cambridge 2 1992, [first ed. 1983] 165-210, holds that the Conservatives 
defended the title by emphasizing differences between Englishmen and Indians, the latter 
allegedly being „more susceptible to high-sounding phrases“. (Ibid., 184.)

10 R. Price, Observations on the Nature o f Civil Liberty, The Principles o f Government, 
and the Justice and Policy o f the War with America, London 1776, 5.

11 Viscount A. Milner, Speech 31.5.1905, in G. Bennett (ed.), The Concept o f Empire. 
Burke to Attlee, 1774-1947, London 19622, 349-350, here 349.
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James Anthony Froude succinctly put it: „One free people cannot govern 
another free people.“12 This was somewhat unfortunate, however, because it 
made the Empire vulnerable to attacks which conjured up this important 
traditional element of national identity. When William Gladstone wanted to 
criticize the Conservative foreign policy, he accused the government of 
having abandoned „the old English love of liberty.“13

Among the foremost proponents of the British Empire, the historian John 
Robert Seeley tried to correct the dominant view of British history and, by 
implication, alter the concept of national identity. Seeley believed that it was 
not parliamentary debates and measures meant to ensure liberty that was the 
most significant development of British history during the seventeenth and 
eighteenth century; on the contrary, the most remarkable and characteristic 
feature of British history was the rise of the British Empire, something which 
had gone unnoticed in popular histories. Seeley carefully avoided the word 
empire, however, and repeated again and again that what had, for want of a 
better word, been termed the British Empire was in reality nothing of the sort: 
„Greater Britain is not in the ordinary sense an Empire at all. Looking at the 
colonial part of it alone (that is, ignoring the Indian Empire), we see a natural 
growth, a mere normal extension of the English race into other lands, which 
for the most part were so thinly peopled that our settlers took possession of 
them without conquest.“14 Seeley held that the colonies had not been 
conquered, nor were they held by military occupation. Since the British 
Empire was sui generis, all of the frightening comparisons - particularly with 
the rise and fall of the Roman Empire, which, as everyone knew, was fatal to 
Roman liberty - were inapplicable. Englishmen brought their independence

12 Froude, Oceana (above n. 4), 2. The role o f the Indian Mutiny in the change o f national 
ideals from liberty to imperialism is discussed in my article: ‘Daß Jeder seine Pflicht 
thue\ Die Bedeutung der Indian Mutiny für das nationale britische Selbstverständnis, in 
Archiv für Kulturgeschichte 78 (1996), 363-391.

13 W. E. Gladstone, England’s Mission, in Nineteenth Century 20 (1878), 560-584, here 
565.

14 J. R. Seeley, The Expansion o f England. Two Courses o f Lectures, London 1907, [first 
ed. 1883], 343 f. See also ibid., 51: „Greater Britain is a real enlargement o f the English 
State; it carries across the seas not merely the English race, but the authority o f the 
English Government. We call it for want o f  a better word an Empire. (...) it is wholly 
unlike the great Empires o f the Old world.“ See also ibid., 88 f, 213, 344.
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and love of liberty with them into the colonies in which „Government and 
institutions are all ultra-English. All is liberty, industry, invention.“15

Although Seeley provided the British Empire with a tradition and 
interpreted the historical development as a moral pointing to further 
extension of Greater Britain, he did not really reconcile the opposition 
between liberty and empire. The aversion to military conquest and the word 
empire continued. Even numerous statesmen who exalted in the British 
Empire continued to deplore the fact that this marvellous unity they 
celebrated was termed an empire. As late as 1905, Joseph Chamberlain 
asserted: „It is not an empire. We use that word; but it is not an empire in the 
sense in which other empires have existed on this globe. It is not an empire in 
the sense in which the German Empire now dominates a great portion of 
Europe.“16 As late as 1925, Stanley Baldwin emphasised that the British 
Empire was not „created by military conquest“ and called upon his listeners 
to „give the word Empire a new meaning.“17

Seeley and Froude were two of the earliest and most influential writers 
who tried to make their British audience accept the Empire as an integral part 
of a national British identity. In 1883, Seeley deplored the fact that politicians 
still thought „that England has colonies“, which could be cut off without any 
effects detrimental to the fate of Great Britain. For him, this failure to realize 
the vital importance of the Empire was „one of those monsters ... which are 
created not by imagination but by the want of imagination!“18 At least in one

15 Seeley, Expansion o f England (above n. 14), 204. To Seeley, even the „Indian Empire“, 
which he treated separately from the colonial Empire, „is not an Empire attached to 
England in the same way as the Roman Empire was attached to Rome; it will not drag 
us down, or infect us at home with Oriental notions or methods o f government.“ (Ibid., 
354.) Seeley refers especially to the detrimental effect that the Roman Empire had on 
Roman liberty: „Every historical student knows that it was the incubus o f the Empire 
which destroyed liberty at Rome.“ (Ibid., 284.) This is o f course something the 
opposition stressed. Thus Gladstone voiced the fear that England might lose its 
greatness by failing to check the „lust o f unmeasured territorial acquisition“, which 
would lead to „the effeminate selfishness of luxurious living.“ Gladstone, Mission 
(above n. 13), 584.

16 Chamberlain, Speech 1.2.1905, in C. W. Boyd (ed.), Mr. Chamberlain’s Speeches, 2 
Vols., New York 1970, [first ed. 1914], Vol. 1, 294-314, here 295.

17 S. Baldwin, Empire Day Message, 1925, in On England, London ^1938, 227-232, here 
228.

18 Seeley, Expansion o f England (above n. 14), 356.
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respect, Seeley was right; to think of Great Britain and her numerous 
dependencies all over the world as a single entity indeed demanded an act of 
imagination. To conceptualize the co-existence of quite a number of different 
ethnicities in places geographically and culturally remote from England as a 
mere extension of English nationality and as one state was not a matter of 
reflecting reality; the Empire of the mind had to be created.

Only a few years later, however, this feat had essentially been 
accomplished; in 1905 W.F. Monypenny could state confidently and without 
undue exaggeration: „To-day the words ‘Empire’ and ‘Imperialism’ fill the 
place in everyday speech that was once filled by ‘Nation’ and ‘Nationality’. 
... power and dominion rather than freedom and independence are the ideas 
that appeal to the imagination of the masses“.19 In the following I want to 
outline the crucial role religious language played in this transformation.

III.

The language of religion had an enormous influence on the popular 
perception of the British Empire, serving to foster loyalty to the Empire as 
well as militant patriotism. The structure of religious language involves 
single features, allusions to religious texts and biblical stories, to archaic 
biblical styles, to stereotypes, and metaphors. Like most religious languages, 
the Imperial religion contains a logic of its own although it is not free of 
internal contradictions. In the following sketch of the ways the language of 
religion was united with the discourse about the Empire it has to be borne in 
mind that a Victorian audience was steeped in the language of Christianity. 
Listeners or readers would not only pick up religious allusions much more 
readily than a late twentieth century audience, they would also be able to 
provide the background of the references. To them, a single phrase taken 
from a Bible or a hymn would conjure up a whole context.

One of the most obvious uses of religion in the context of Empire was the 
metaphor of religion as an invisible „bond“ or „tie“ that united the subjects of 
Great Britain all over the globe. Quite often the people evoking these ties 
referred only to the allegedly „white“ colonies (i.e. the settler-colonies) and 
exclude India from consideration, but the language they used is suggestive
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nonetheless. Thus Seeley gave religion an important place in his conception 
of the British Empire: „Greater Britain is not a mere empire, though we often 
call it so. Its union is of the more vital kind. It is united by blood and religion, 
and ... they are strong ties“.19 20 Although a few dissenting voices 
acknowledged that ,,[r]eligion is a cause of separation, not of union, between 
the Christians, Mohammedans, Hindoos, Buddhists, and Pagans, of the 
Empire“21, talking of religion as a tie uniting the people in the colonies was 
common in the late nineteenth century.22

Quite a number of English writers discerned the hand of Providence in 
various aspects of the development of the Empire. Lord Curzon, the British 
Governor-General and Viceroy of India (1899-1905), proclaimed his belief 
that „in the heart of British endeavour there has burned this spark of heavenly 
flame that Providence has hitherto so richly blessed our undertakings.“23 In 
this view, British expansion was inspired by God himself. Such bombastic 
language - which sometimes seemed to be above the ordinary rules of 
grammar - was not to everyone’s taste, of course, and as early as 1863, 
Goldwin Smith put forth a refreshingly pragmatic argument against 
harnessing God for the purposes of empire: „Providence no doubt puts 
conquered territories into the conqueror’s hands; and Providence puts the

19 W.F. Monypenny, The Imperial Ideal, in The Empire and the Century. A Series o f Essays 
on Imperial Problems and Possibilities by Various Writers, London 1905, 5-28, here 5 f.

20 Seeley, Expansion o f England (above n. 14), 60. See also ibid., 346: „the ties of 
nationality, language, and religion.“ Chamberlain also used this kind o f language in his 
definition o f the Empire: „ties o f kindred, o f religion, o f history, and o f language“ 
Chamberlain, Speech 31.3.1897, in Boyd, Chamberlain’s Speeches (above n. 16), Voi. 
2, 1-6, here 2.

21 B. Holland, The Crown and the Empire, in Empire and Century (above n. 19), 29-36, 
here 33.

22 Even the realization o f the multitude o f Gods worshipped in the British Empire did not 
prevent some speakers from evoking the religious bond between the colonies, as Sir 
James Stephen did in 1858, when he specified what he meant by the religious alliances: 
„I mean their concurrence with us in allowing every one to worship according to the law 
o f his own conscience“; this, to his mind, posited a bond that was „indissoluble“. Sir J. 
Stephen, Speech 13.10.1858, in Bennett, Concept of Empire (above n. 11), 200-204, 
here 202 f.

23 G. N. Curzon, Marquess Curzon o f Kedleston, Speech, 11.12.1907, in Bennett, Concept 
o f Empire (above n. 11), 354-357, here 356. For his services as Undersecretary o f state 
for India (1891-1898) and Viceroy o f India (1898-1905) Curzon was rewarded with a 
barony, a viscountcy, and an earldom.
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stolen purse into the pocket of the thief.“24 Such a disrespectful handling of 
the matter turned out to be very rare, however. Especially military triumphs 
of comparatively small numbers of British soldiers against overwhelming 
forces of the enemy were often regarded as signs of divine intervention.25 
Like the Puritans of old, Britons tended to interpret their military successes in 
battles fought in the colonies as a proof that God was on their side.

Moreover, imperial expansion was viewed as part of a providential 
design. The British Empire was not merely the result of human endeavour, it 
was the manifestation of a divine plan. In a burst of passion which gives the 
impression of being overwhelmed with the sheer magnitude of events Lord 
Rosebery extolled in 1900: „How marvellous it all is! Build not by saints and 
angels, but the work of men’s hands; cemented with men’s honest blood ... 
Human, and yet not wholly human, for the most heedless and the most 
cynical must see the finger of the Divine.“26 Rosebery seemed to be quite sure 
of the pious bent of Victorian students, because in this speech at the 
university of Glasgow he couched his message in a rhetorical question, the 
answer of which was allegedly obvious to everyone, even to (traditionally) 
notoriously critical scholars: „Do we not hail in this (the growth of the British 
Empire) less the energy and fortune of a race than the supreme direction of 
the Almighty?“27 The belief that the building of the Empire was part of a 
Divine plan projected a particular kind of story onto the historical 
development: British history was regarded as a very special development 
conforming to the will of God, and historical events were given meaning 
within this religious framework.

Even Seeley, who on the whole put forth a rational and sober account of 
the development of the British Empire, and who repeatedly dissociated 
himself from the hero-worship of historical narratives he subsumed under the 
„bombastic school“ of empire, on one occasion gave in to the impulse to 
invoke the divine will: „But, as time passes, it rather appears that we are in

24 G. Smith, The Empire (1863), in Bennett, Concept o f Empire (above n. 11), 217-225, 
here 223.

25 Even W. H. Russell, My Diary in India, in the Year 1858/59, in 2 Vols., London 1860, 
151, who had a very critical attitude to British behaviour during the Indian mutiny, put 
down the fate o f the town Allahabad to one o f the „interventions o f Providence.“

26 A. P. Primrose, Earl o f Rosebery, Rectorial Address at Glasgow University, 16.11.1900, 
in Bennett, Concept o f Empire (above n. 11), 326-327, here 326.

27 Ibid., 327.
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the hands of a Providence which is greater than all statesmanship, that this 
fabric so blindly piled up has a chance of becoming a part of the permanent 
edifice of civilisation“.28 Although Seeley did not shrink from pointing out 
the rapacious and vainglorious motives behind the British conquest of India, 
he regarded British rule as conforming to the Divine will. Plunder and 
conquest were thus not only rationalized and justified, but suppressed and 
marginalized, while the result of these actions, the greatness of the Empire, 
was put into the limelight and endowed with religious significance.

The welding of history and religion also fostered the belief that it was 
possible to determine the will of God by studying works of history. If 
historical events are a manifestation of the divine will, a close study of 
history can reveal God’s purposes. British history could thus fulfill a function 
similar to the Scripture. As Seeley put it, history „ought to exhibit the general 
tendency of English affairs in such a way as to set us ... divining the destiny 
which is reserved for us.“29 This national destiny - and it is important to note 
the religious overtones of this word, which could mean the result of both fate 
and Providence - was easy to discern: „So decided is the drift of our destiny 
towards the occupation of the New World that after we had created one 
Empire and lost it (the U.S.), a second grew up almost in our own despite.“30 
England was singled out to acquire lands all over the globe, to be the bearer 
of civilisation, and it consequently devolved upon Englishmen to act 
according to the role destiny had given them. Seeley’s influential lectures not 
only provided the Empire with a respectable past, they also pointed to the 
national destiny and set down guidelines for the future development of 
Greater Britain.31

Given the logic of Christianity, being chosen by God to rule over distant 
lands also implied, of course, an obligation. On the one hand, the British 
should derive benefits from enlarging the Empire, for God would not wish to 
diminish His people. Anthony Froude thus resorted to Biblical language 
when he tried to impress upon the minds of his readers the importance of

28
29
30
31

Seeley, Expansion of England (above n. 14), 303.
Ibid., 1.
Ibid., 16.
Although Seeley only traced the roots o f the Empire back to the sixteenth century and 
emphasized that the positive form of Empire only evolved during the last century, 
people less versed in history often claimed that the Empire was a kind o f heritage, 
whose roots went back to time immemorial.
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imperial expansion: „In the colonies only we can safely multiply, and the 
people, I think, are awakening to know it.“32 On the other hand, imperial 
expansion had to be beneficial for those who were conquered and ruled. 
Moreover, if there was a divine purpose behind the expansion of England, the 
Empire had to rest on a moral and spiritual basis. In 1833 Thomas Babington 
Macaulay laid down the ‘sacred duties’ of Great Britain with regard to India: 
„We shall never consent to ... stupefy and paralyse a great people whom God 
has committed to our charge, for the wretched purpose of rendering them 
more amenable to our control. What is that power worth ... we can hold only 
by violating the most sacred duties which as governors we owe to the 
governed ...?“33

During the last decades of the nineteenth century, politicians emphasized 
that the eighteenth century conception of the Empire, in which colonies owed 
their existence to the fact that Britain could extract commercial advantages 
from them, had given way to a completely different view. As Chamberlain 
put it, „the sense of possession has given place to a different sentiment - the 
sense of obligation. We feel now that our rule over these territories can only 
be justified if we can show that it adds to the happiness and prosperity of the 
people, and I maintain that our rule does, and has, brought security and peace 
and comparative prosperity to countries that never knew these blessings 
before.“34

This conviction became one of the central articles of faith for imperialists. 
Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the belief in the noble 
consequences of British government was so ingrained that it was not even 
impaired by minor obstacles like blatant examples of misrule. An article of 
faith can, after all, not be contested by facts. In popular accounts and

32 Froude, Oceana (above n. 4), 392. J. L. Walton, Imperialism, in Contemporary Review 
75 (1899), 305-310, here 306, also referred to the benefits the British allegedly derived 
from their rule: „the discharge o f the duties o f his great inheritance has an educational 
influence and a morally bracing effect on the character o f the British people“. C. Dilke, 
Problems (above n. 3), Voi. 2, 581, emphasizes that the Empire „is o f equal advantage 
to the colonist and to the home-staying Briton“.

33 T. B. Macaulay, Speech on the Government o f India (July 1833), in The Complete 
Works o f Lord Macaulay. 12 vols., London 1898, vol. xi., 543-586, here 585.

34 Chamberlain, 31.3.1897 (above n. 33), 3. Cp. Chamberlain, 1.2.1905 (above n. 16), 295: 
„Now what is this Empire o f ours? (...) there has been thrown upon us, as I believe, in 
the providence o f God, a responsibility such as has never been placed upon any nation 
or any race before.“
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historical works the brutal and relentless repression of the so-called Indian 
Mutiny was transformed into an example of English justice, superiority, and 
humanity. As late as 1947, an often reprinted edition of George Trevelyan’s 
History o f England contained the following evaluation of British rule in India 
before and after the rebellion „The memory of bloodshed and racial feud now 
lurked like a phantom in the secret consciousness of rulers and ruled. 
Nevertheless, for many years after the Mutiny, the work of good government 
proceeded ... It was a noble work for the benefit of helpless millions.“35

The faith in the ability of the British people to ‘raise’ and ‘better’ the 
population in the colonies is based on the related belief in their inherent 
superiority. In the logic of the Imperial religion, the allegedly noble 
characteristics of the British explain why they among all peoples have been 
chosen to fulfil a divine purpose. As far as this aspect of imperial conquest is 
concerned, the language of religion was closely tied to Social Darwinism. J. 
Lawson Walton, who shrewdly defined Imperialism as a „creed“ which had 
many „elements of a liturgy or a cult“36 spelled out the racial implications of 
this faith:

„The Imperialist feels a profound pride in the magnificent heritage of 
empire ... bequeathed to him subject to the burden of many sacred trusts. This 
is his emotion. He is convinced ... that the spread of British rule extends to 
every race brought within its sphere the incalculable benefits of just law, 
tolerant trade, and considerate government. This is his conviction.“37

As Cecil Rhodes bluntly put it in 1877: „I contend that we are the first 
race in the world.“38

35 G. M. Trevelyan, History o f England, London/New York, 31947, [first ed. 1926], 675. 
The process o f turning the historical event o f the Indian rebellion into a powerful 
imperial myth is analysed in my article: Vom historischen Ereignis zum imperialen 
Mythos: The Siege of Lucknow als Paradigma für den imperialistischen Diskurs, in 
Anglistik und Englischunterricht, 58: Intercultural Studies: Fictions o f Empire (1996), 
51-71.

36 Walton, Imperialism (above n. 45), 306.
37 Ibid.
38 Quoted after M. Gerouard, The Return to Camelot. Chivalry and the English Gentleman. 

New Haven/London 1981, 223; Gerouard also cites Kingsley’s belief that „the English 
race is the very noblest race the world contains“ (Ibid., 222.). Lord Milner emphasizes 
that a British subject should feel „A spirit o f gratitude certainly - gratitude for the 
greatness o f our birthright“. Speech 23.4.1907, in Milner, The Nation and the Empire. 
London 1913, 171-173, here 172.
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This ingrained belief in the superiority of a chosen ‘race’ is important, 
because it imperceptibly served to proclaim the unity of the ‘British’ or 
‘Anglo-Saxons’. Though it might not be „ethnologically accurate“ to speak of 
the „British race,“39 as Lord Milner admitted, it nonetheless made sense in the 
parlance of the Imperial religion. The superior ‘race’ had been called upon to 
rule over different peoples in order to ‘elevate’ and ‘civilize’ them. In the 
confrontation with the ‘inferior’ subordinate people entrusted to their rule, 
differences between the Welsh, the Irish, Scotsmen and Englishmen lost their 
importance. After all, building the Empire was not only part of a divine plan, 
but also dependent on the special characteristics of the British or Anglo- 
Saxon ‘race’. No matter how much bloodshed, cruelty or oppression was 
involved, imperial conquest and rule by that ‘superior race’ was invested with 
holy connotations; it was good in and of itself.

In the structure of the Imperial religion, the divine purpose of enlarging 
the Empire was more than a moral obligation, it was a mission imposed upon 
the nation by the will of God. During the last decades of the nineteenth 
century, British politicians grew very fond of invoking this national mission. 
According to them, the national destiny entailed heavy responsibilities, but 
because of their noble characteristics, Anglo-Saxons were able to meet them. 
To J. Lawson Walton, it was part of the imperial creed that „the strength and 
resources of our race will be equal to the weight of any obligation which the 
sense of duty of our people may call upon our Government to undertake.“40 In 
a similar vein, Joseph Chamberlain regarded the national mission as an 
opportunity to give free reign to the superior faculties of the British: „In 
carrying out this work of civilisation we are fulfilling what I believe to be our 
national mission, and we are finding scope for the exercise of those faculties 
and qualities which have made of us a great governing race.“41 To any

39 Milner, Nation and Empire (above n. 38), xxxv. Between 1897 and 1905, Milner was 
High-Commissioner in South Africa, governor of the Cape Colony, and administrator of  
the Boer territories.

40 Walton, Imperialism (above, n. 45), 306.
41 Chamberlain, 31.3.1897 (above n. 33), 3. Chamberlain’s speeches abound with 

references to this mission; see also: Ibid., 4: „such a mission as I have described, 
involves heavy responsibility. (...) I am convinced that the conscience and spirit o f the 
country will rise to the height o f its obligations, and that we shall have the strength to 
fulfil the mission“ See also Milner’s faith in the „distinctive mission in the world“,
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number of Englishmen, this mission required perpetual efforts to expand the 
Empire. As Monypenny put it in 1905, though the „lofty mission will tax 
statesmanship to the utmost ... her (Great Britain’s) work is not yet finished, 
her mission not yet fulfilled; ... all she has yet achieved is but the preparation 
for the high historic part that still awaits her.“42

This emphasis on the national mission was especially powerful since it 
could be connected to the sort of linking national history and Protestantism 
forged by John Foxe in his monumental Book o f Martyrs. Foxe had given the 
bewildering religious development under the Tudors a coherent and attractive 
meaning by depicting English history since the early middle ages as a 
continuous battle fought by God’s Englishmen for Christ against the 
Antichrist. As the continuous popularity of this often reprinted and rewritten 
story shows, the English belief in being the elect nation had not died during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.43 By tying imperial expansion to the 
concept of the elect nation, imperialists picked up and developed an idea 
which had been popular since the late sixteenth century. The argument for 
England’s divine mission proved to be so powerful that even opponents of 
imperial expansion could not ignore it. When Gladstone criticized the 
Conservative foreign policy in 1878, he was careful to stress that he, of 
course, also believed in the national mission: „Between the two parties in this 
controversy there is a perfect agreement that England has a mighty mission in 
the world.“44 Liberals might pursue a different policy, but they did not reject

which he links to the ability of the British ‘race’ to „develop freely on its own lines“. 
Milner, Nation and Empire (above, n. 51), xxxii.

42 Monypenny, The Imperial Ideal (above n. 19), 27 f. According to Monypenny, even the 
colonies are called upon to „carrying on her (Great Britain’s) own high tradition and 
fulfilling in a larger sense and on a grander scale the regulating mission she bequeaths to 
it.“ (Ibid., 26 f.)

43 See W. Haller, Foxe’s Book o f Martyrs and the Elect Nation, London 1963, and H. 
Grabes, Elect Nation: Der Fundierungsmythos englischer Identität in der frühen Neuzeit, 
in H. Berding (ed.), Mythos und Nation. Studien zur Entwicklung des kollektiven 
Bewußtseins in der Neuzeit 3, Frankfurt a.M. 1996, 84-103.

44 Gladstone, Mission (above n. 13), 570. Gladstone, o f course, interpreted this mission in a 
different way from conservative supporters of the Empire, cp. ibid., 572: „To give birth 
and existence to these States, which are to form so large a portion o f the New World, is 
a noble feature in the work and mission o f this nation (...) But to suppose that these 
territories, severed greatly from one another, and uniformly from us, by thousands upon 
thousands o f miles o f dissociating ocean, can ever be to the mother country like 
continuous territories, is a superstition equally gross and mischievous“.
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the idea that there was a very special national destiny Great Britain was 
called upon to fulfil.

Propagators of imperial expansion made much of connecting their cause 
to the concept of the elect nation. They repeated time and again that only the 
British nation had been entrusted with the great responsibility of civilizing 
the numerous nations. In 1907 Lord Curzon alluded to the special role the 
English people had allegedly played in upholding the pure church and 
securing the true religion: „Count it no shame to acknowledge our Imperial 
mission, but, on the contrary, the greatest disgrace to be untrue to it, and even 
if God no longer thunders from Sinai ... cling humbly but fervently to the 
belief that so long as we are worthy we may still remain one of the 
instruments through whom He chooses to speak to mankind.“45 In line with 
such an interpretation of the history of the British Empire, the fact that 
colonies prospered was termed „a miracle“;46 and heroic deeds and major 
battles which had furthered the cause of imperial expansion were invested 
with an aura of holiness. If the British nation was destined to rule over a large 
Empire, milestones in the acquisition of that Empire had to be revered, as the 
following evaluation of the battle of Trafalgar shows: „To serious men 
Trafalgar should be considered in the light of a national sacrament.“47

Taking over areas by force in this context lost most of its negative 
militaristic connotations. In the language of the Imperial religion, it was 
recast as a noble deed, as carrying out a holy duty and serving both God and 
one’s country. As proponents of imperial expansion never ceased to stress, 
„The British Empire ... was acquired by sacrifice from first to last. It was won 
by sacrifice. It can only be maintained by sacrifice.“48 Lord Curzon thus 
called upon his listeners to „Preserve with faithful attachment the acquisitions 
of our forefathers, ... accepting the legacy with reverence, and holding no 
sacrifice too great to maintain it.“49 Since fulfilling the national mission

45 Curzon, 11.12.1907 (above n. 36), 357. See also Chamberlain’s version o f the national 
destiny, Chamberlain, Speech 24.2.1903, in Boyd, Chamberlain’s Speeches (above n. 
16), Voi. 2, 112-119, here 119: „You are destined to be members o f an Empire with a 
great mission o f  civilisation“.

46 Cf. Dilke, Problems (above n. 3), 576, referring to Canada: „what a miracle has been 
wrought by confederation in converting a backward colony into a flourishing power“.

47 Goldman, Introduction (above n. 30), xiii.
48 Chamberlain, 1.2.1905 (above n. 16), 296.
49 Curzon, 11.12.1907 (above n. 36), 357.
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required sacrifices, mere worldly considerations like financial costs or even 
the loss of lives could be waved aside. As Lord Rosebery claimed in 1888: 
„the sacrifice is worth it. ... It is a cause for which any man might be content 
to live; it is a cause for which,... anyone might be content to die.“50

This sanctification of dying for one’s country while serving the imperial 
mission became an important facet of the Imperial religion and propaganda. 
A change in the popular conception of soldiers and the army began in the 
wake of the Crimean War, when the ideal of the Christian soldier came into 
being.51 Since the popular image of soldiers was thus invested with religious 
connotations, it fitted neatly into the structure of Imperial religion. The 
actions of troops were perceived through the lens of the prevalent discourse: 
Soldiers did not conquer and kill, thus disobeying the divine commandment 
„Thou shalt not kill“, they did not betray the noble ideal of liberty nor did 
they sell their lives for mercenary reasons, they rather „redeemed districts as 
large as Europe from the barbarism and the superstition in which they had 
been steeped for centuries.“52

Soldiers - preferably officers or generals - who laid down their life in 
quest of Empire acquired an „intense aura of sanctity,“53 which, according to 
historian Anne Summers, continued to shine in the early twentieth century. 
Especially Sir Henry Havelock was celebrated as a model of Christian self- 
sacrifice and revered for his defence of Imperial rule in India. While the 
heroes of the ‘Indian Mutiny’ were indeed referred to as „good soldiers of

50 Rosebery, Speech 11.10.1888, in Bennett, Concept of Empire (above n. 11), 302-304, 
here 304. See also Chamberlain, 31.3.1897 (above n. 33), 3: „No doubt, in the first 
instance, when these conquests have been made, there has been bloodshed, there has 
been loss o f life among the native populations, loss o f still more precious lives among 
those who have been sent out to bring these countries into some kind o f disciplined 
order, but it must be remembered that that is the condition o f the mission we have to 
fulfil.“

51 See O. Anderson, The Growth of Christian Militarism in Mid-Victorian Britain, in 
English Historical Review 86 (1971), 46-72. J. A. Mangan, ‘The Grit o f Our 
forefathers’: Invented Traditions, Propaganda and Imperialism, in J. M. Mackenzie 
(ed.), Imperialism and Popular Culture, Manchester 1986, 113-139, here 122, argues 
that the image o f the warrior-patriot with a noble and sacrificial purpose was important 
for imperial propaganda.

52 Chamberlain, 31.3.1897 (above n. 33), 3.
53 A. Summers, Edwardian Militarism, in R. Samuel (ed.), Patriotism The Making and 

Unmaking o f British National Identity, Vol. I: History and Politics, London 1989, 236- 
256, here 249.
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Jesus Christ,“54 General Charles Gordon turned out to be the most popular 
among the earlier martyrs of the Empire. His blend of Christianity and 
Imperialism gave rise to a virtual ‘cult’, in which he was „elevated to join 
Havelock in the calendar of Imperial saints.“55 This quasi-religious form of 
hero-worship_found its place within the Imperial religion, in which Christian 
soldiers were adored as „marvellous empire-builders.“56

By the end of the century, however, when the Empire had become 
accepted by most Englishmen, the emphasis shifted. Instead of Christian 
soldiers, pragmatic and thoroughly profane men of action were idolized as 
‘martyrs’ for the Empire. Conforming to the character of a pious Christian 
was no longer a necessary prerequisite for getting a place in the pantheon of 
imperial heroes which served the functions of ‘martyrs’ and ‘saints’ in the 
Imperial religion. This change may be exemplified by an episode during the 
invasion of Matabeleland in 1893. On 4 December thirty-three soldiers under 
the command of Major Allan Wilson were surrounded by the Ndebele near 
the Shangani river and ultimately killed. In one of the earlier versions of this 
‘massacre’, published in the The Times on 17 January 1894, it was reported 
„that the patrol fought for six hours, and when they had run out of 
ammunition, they wrote farewell messages to their relatives and friends.“57 
Two months later, however, The Times ran another account of the episode, 
which turned out to be more popular. According to this version, „the 
Englishmen who were still able to rise stood shoulder to shoulder, took off 
their hats, and joined in a song ... we suppose to have been ‘God Save the 
Queen’“58. This purely secular rendering was apparently regarded as the 
proper heroic stance, the national anthem taking the place of a Christian 
hymn or prayer.59 Such legends of sacrificial heroes killed by savages made

54 W. Brock, A Biographical Sketch o f Sir Henry Havelock, London 1858, 2. The „cult“ of 
celebrating Gordon is described in MacDonald, Language o f Empire (above n. 5), 83- 
88.

55 Summers, Edwardian Militarism (above n. 66), 249.
56 C.I. Hamilton, Naval Hagiography and the Victorian Hero, in The Historical Journal 23,2 

(1980), 381-398, here 391.
57 MacDonald, Language o f Empire (above n. 5), 132.
58 The Times, 17 January 1894, 5, quoted after MacDonald, Language o f Empire (above n. 

5), 132.
59 Until 1870, the national anthem was far from being the venerated patriotic hymn it was 

later to become; it was not even sung at Victoria’s coronation. The hey-day o f  the 
national anthem was in the decades 1890-1910. See D. Cannadine, The Context,
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very powerful arguments for the imperial cause; as Robert MacDonald 
emphasizes, „the heroic life legitimised the imperial fact.“60

Just as a religion needs preachers to spread the gospel, national heroes 
and saints require people who tell and retell their stories. Although there are 
no self-styled ‘preachers’ of imperialism, I want to quote some sections of 
speeches which are written in a mode similar to popular sermons. In the last 
chapter of Oceana, for instance, Froude uses language more appropriate to a 
sermon than to a secular exhortation to keep the Empire: „it is the saving of 
our national soul, it is the saving of the souls of millions of Englishmen 
hereafter to be bom, that is really at stake; and once more the old choice is 
again before us, whether we prefer immediate money advantage ... by letting 
the empire slide away, or else our spiritual salvation.“61 In a speech given in 
1900, Lord Rosebery also resorts to phrases with heavy Christian overtones: 
„Shall we then falter or fail? ... We will rather pray that strength may be given 
us, adequate and abundant, to shrink from no sacrifice in the fulfilment of our 
mission“.62 Joseph Chamberlain even came forward as a self-proclaimed 
„missionary of Empire“, who implored his audience „to sacrifice a futile 
superstition“63 and instead concentrate all their energies in the noble effort of 
enlarging the Empire. In one of his speeches at the Imperial Institute he set up 
the rudiments of an imperial catechism: „I believe in the British Empire, and 
... I believe in the British race. I believe that the British race is the greatest of 
governing races that the world has ever seen.“64

Performance and Meaning of Ritual: The British Monarchy and the ‘Invention of 
Tradition’, c. 1820-1977, in Hobsbawm, Ranger, Invention o f Tradition (above n. 9), 
101-164, here 114 and 130.

60 MacDonald, Language o f Empire (above n. 5), 81.
61 Froude, Oceana (above n. 4), 388. Two decades later, Lord Milner adopts figures of 

speech which might also be found in a sermon: „resist, like grim death, any policy 
which draws you away from it. I know that to be faithful in this service requires the 
rarest o f combinations (...) But then think o f the greatness o f the reward the high 
privilege o f having in any way contributed to the fulfilment o f one o f the noblest 
conceptions which have ever dawned on the political imagination of mankind.“ Milner, 
31.5.1905 (above n. 11), 350.

62 Rosebery, 16.11.1900 (above n. 39), 327.
63 Chamberlain, 6.10.1903 (above n. 27), 164.
64 Chamberlain, Speech at the Imperial Institute, 11.11.1895, in Bennett, Concept of 

Empire (above n. 11), 315 f, here 315.
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The bringing together of articles of faith, divine intervention, a national 
mission, preachers and saints invested imperialism with the aura of a religion. 
In his book The Nation and the Empire, Lord Milner states that „In reality it 
(the imperial programme) has all the depth and comprehensiveness of a 
religious faith“.65 This belief is echoed in a plethora of other statements 
which cast imperialism as a „creed“, or as an „inspiration“, and a „faith“.66 
Some imperialists referred to the change of opinion regarding the Empire 
which allegedly took place in the wake of Gordon’s death in Khartoum in 
1885 as „the Great Awakening.“67 That imperialism did achieve the status of 
a pseudo-religion is manifested in the following definition of piety as „a 
national inspiration towards a fuller and richer life; a patriotism in which the 
nation takes the place of the old medieval Church.“68 Crusades didn’t have to 
be undertaken for the cause of God any longer, they were fought for the 
Empire, which had acquired a religious aura.69

Given the context of Imperial religion, Mark Gerouard’s view that 
religion lost importance at the end of the nineteenth century has to be 
modified.70 While the Anglican Church and expressions of Christianity

65 Milner, Nation and Empire (above n. 51), xxxii.
66 See, for instance, Walton, Imperialism (above n. 45), 306, Curzon, 11.12.1907 (above n. 

36), 356, Monypenny, The Imperial Ideal (above n. 19), 24. Some opponents o f  
imperialism recognized the religious connotations o f the term, and tried to cast it as 
idolatry and „the stupid worship o f mere size and bulk“ R. Lowe, Imperialism, in 
Forthnightly Review 24 (1878), 453-465, here 465.

67 J. H. Muirhead, Philosophy and Life and Other Essays, London 1902, 86, quoted in 
MacDonald, Language o f Empire (above n. 5), 4.

68 Goldman, Introduction (above n. 30), xix.
69 The blend o f the languages o f nationalism and religion turned out to be so persuasive 

that it can even be found in modem studies o f imperialism. Although the term 
‘civilisation’ is sometimes put in inverted commas, the word ‘mission’ seems to be 
accepted. The way in which religious overtones inform modem scholarship can be seen 
in the following quote from MacDonald’s excellent study o f the language o f  
imperialism: „Throughout the forty or so years under review (1880-1918), imperialism 
became an article o f faith for most Conservative politicians.“ MacDonald, Language o f  
Empire (above n. 5), 6; see also ibid., 122: „most did not question the ultimate mission 
o f ‘civilisation’“, and ibid., 88: „Gordon’s life became a touchstone o f the sacred 
mission o f empire“.

70 Cf. Gerouard, Return to Camelot (above n. 51), 227, 251 f, 270. See also Summers, 
Edwardian Militarism (above n. 66), 250, who argues that „Around the turn o f the 
century a remarkable shift from evangelicalism and nonconformity to military and 
patriotic allegiance was taking place.“ In her excellent article Summers notes that „the



Where the Discourses of Nationalism And Religion Meet 169

became less prominent, the language of religion did not lose ground. Soldiers 
did not have to be Christians any more in order to be worshipped as martyrs 
or saints. Even converting the heathens and saving their souls were not 
needed as justifications for imperial expansion. As the Empire gained 
sanctity, and Empire and Imperialism acquired capital letters, Imperialism 
came to be a religion on its own. To Imperialists, the nation had taken the 
place of the Church.

IV.

Dressing up imperial facts in the language of Protestantism proved to be more 
than just the rhetorical embellishment of an accepted fact. Religious language 
played a major role in determining the perception and construction of the 
British Empire. It was part of that process James Mangan has called „making 
imperial mentalities.“71 In the following I want to sketch some of the 
functions that the Imperial religion served. There are at least nine functions 
that can be identified, though many of them are, of course, syncretized in 
specific texts.72

In the first place, by reducing both the complexity and the diversity of the 
character of the Empire, the language of Imperial religion imparted some 
structure to an amorphous reality. It turned the vast geographical areas 
involved into something conceptually manageable, and transformed complex 
series of diffuse events into simple stories. It thus served to explain the 
present state in which England found itself. At the same time, it served to 
occlude the political and commercial aspects of imperialism. Given the 
language of religion, there could be no thought of selfish economic motives,

concept o f military discipline was (...) powerfully invested with moral and religious 
qualities in the Edwardian period“ (ibid., 251.), but she puts this down to „trends in the 
Christianity o f the nineteenth century“ like nonconformist approval o f Garibaldi’s 
struggle for the unification o f Italy or the reception o f the American civil war in 
England.

71 J. A. Mangan (ed.), Making Imperial Mentalities. Socialisation and British Imperialism, 
Manchester 1990.

72 As the following sketch o f functions shows, the uses the Imperial religion could be put to 
were similar to those o f the metaphor o f the family. See A. Nünning, Metaphors o f 
Empire: Victorian Literature and Culture and the Making o f Imperialist Mentalities, in 
R. Borgmeier, H. Grabes, A. Jucker (eds.), Anglistentag 1997 Gießen: Proceedings, Vol. 
XIX, Trier 1998, 347-367, here 354-361.



170 Vera Nünning

military conquest, or despotism. The recourse to the discourse of religion 
implicitly countered the negative associations of the word empire. Numerous 
writers refer to the fact that it had not been the intention of British statesmen 
in the past to build a large empire, that the nation had slumbered „until our 
little Britain woke up to find herself the foster-mother of nations.“73 This 
bewildering state could comfortably be explained with reference to the divine 
will.

In addition to simplifying a complex reality, Imperial religion provided a 
coherent framework for the reinterpretation of British history. This process 
began with Seeley’s seemingly sober account of imperial expansion as the 
most important fact of the English national experience, which provided the 
basis for connecting imperial expansion with the concept of the elect nation. 
This in turn served to imbue British history with religious overtones; soldiers 
and generals were transformed into saints and martyrs. (Even professors of 
history took part in this sanctification of national history. J.A. Cramb, 
professor of Modem History at Queen’s College, London, celebrated the 
triumphs of the Anglo-Saxon race and British conquests, which allegedly had 
„for its end the larger freedom“, in a eulogy that Robert MacDonald branded 
as „preaching“, rather than history.74 The Imperial religion thus also played a 
significant part in the shaping of cultural memory.

Thirdly, the language of Imperial religion spoke to the emotions of the 
British. It served to make them feel their allegiance to the Empire. The 
familiar sermon rhetoric of some of the speeches was aimed at engaging the 
feelings of the audience. This was quite important, as Froude suggests: „We 
laugh at sentiment, but every generous and living relation ... between men 
and their country, is sentiment and nothing else.“75

A fourth function of Imperial religion consisted in the sanctification of 
profane events. Battles and conquests, which were quite often, in fact, 
criticised by missionary societies and spokesmen of both High and Low 
Church opinion, were invested with a sort of holiness and thought of as 
sacraments. The Imperial religion therefore spoke to a special type of

73 Rosebery, 16.11.1900 (above n. 39), 326 f., 327.
74 MacDonald, Language o f Empire (above n. 5), 56. MacDonald analyzes the myths o f  

imperialism without special reference to religion.
75 Froude, Oceana (above n. 4), 395.
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emotion; the appropriate reaction was not just approval but reverence and a 
sort of religious awe for the Empire and everything connected with it.

Fifth, combining the languages of nationalism and religion moved the 
Empire into a realm which did not require treatment in logical terms. Faith is, 
by definition, beyond logic. Miracles, unexplained and unintelligible events 
and even internal inconsistencies are to be expected, given the narrow limits 
of normal understanding. This aura of sanctity made imperialism immune to 
criticism; dissent could be cast as sin. Moreover, opposition to the imperial 
creed would not lead any of its believers to give up their faith. „On the 
contrary,“ as Lord Milner pointed out in 1906, „the more what they believe 
the truth is obscured the more they will be impelled to try and resume it, or ... 
at least to show forth their own unshaken faith in it“.76

A sixth function of the Imperial religion was, of course, that it was 
tremendously useful in political debates. Chamberlain, Rosebery, Curzon, 
and a host of others used religious language in order to promote their specific 
policies, which, as often as not, were logically incompatible. Although some 
politicians, like Rosebery, condemned this use of the Imperial religion and 
claimed that the Empire was „so sacred that it has always been held aloft“ and 
should on no account be thrown „into the base arena of party politics,“77 
politicians were not above of doing just that. In spite of the fact that the 
Imperial religion served to mitigate differences within the British people, 
which was increasingly held to be an efficient „governing race“, joining the 
languages of religion and imperialism did not diminish political differences 
as far as specific policies are concerned. It rather provided supporters of the 
Empire with ammunition against alternative policies. In the abovementioned 
speech, for instance, Rosebery employs the language of Imperial religion to 
thunder against Chamberlain’s tariff reform policy.

A seventh function of the Imperial religion was related to its ideological 
potential. Joining the language of religion to imperialism glorified the Empire 
by disseminating highly advantageous images of it. The Imperial religion 
thus helped to inculcate that system of ideas, biases, presuppositions, and 
convictions which constitutes imperialist mentalities; it provided agreed-upon

76 Milner, Speech 14.12.1906, in Milner, Nation and Empire (above n. 51), 135-52, here 
139.

77 Rosebery, Speech 12.6.1903, in Bennett, Concept o f Empire (above n. 11), 334-337, here 
336 f.
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codes of understanding, epistemological habits, and cultural traditions of 
looking at the Empire. In addition, it supported one of the dominating fictions 
of British imperialism, the ingrained belief in English superiority. If the 
English of all people had been elected by God to rule over other peoples, it 
had to be because of their superiority, which thus received divine sanction.

Moreover, the Imperial religion could be used to legitimize and defend 
the Empire and to enlist military support for further expansion. If the Empire 
was sacred, any thought of disintegration would smack of blasphemy. In 
addition, the Imperial religion could be used as a powerful call to action. If 
the growth of the Empire was in accordance with a divine plan, then it was 
not only the duty of every Englishmen to secure its maintenance, but to 
support further expansion of British rule. After all, the Imperial religion 
legitimized imperial conquest by providing it with the approval of the highest 
possible authority, God himself. Financial considerations or any other 
arguments against expansion could be branded as a dereliction of a sacred 
duty.78 Within the structure of the religious language, which drew mostly on 
the Old Testament, such a blatant disregard of God’s will would entail a 
heavy penance on the individual and on the nation. In this framework, even 
appeals to support military conquest or quell up risings of independence 
could be transformed into a call for noble sacrifices.

Lastly, and arguably most importantly, the Imperial religion played a 
major part in the formation of an Imperial national identity. The images, 
concepts, and stories projected by the joining of imperialism and religion 
were instrumental in what one might call the imaginative forging of the 
British Empire, because not only a nation but „any imagined community, is 
held together in part by the stories it generates about itself.“79 The Imperial 
religion served as an important basis for turning the Empire into an important 
part of British national identities. It provided an imaginative and emotional 
reason for considering the Empire as a unity, despite its ethnic, cultural, and 
political diversity. It emphasized British superiority and rule and enhanced 
the pride in British achievements. That the Empire had become an important 
facet of British collective identities by the turn of the century is shown by 
phrases like Imperial thinking, Imperial interests, Imperial duties, Imperial

78 Milner, Nation and Empire (above n. 51), xxxiii, likens such an evasion o f duty to 
suicide.

79 S. Arata, Fictions o f  Loss in the Victorian Fin de Siècle, Cambridge 1996, 1.
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cause, Imperial affairs, Imperial greatness, Imperial Monarchy, Imperial 
sentiment, Imperial patriotism, and even Imperial race. These phrases, 
however, also highlight the difficulties of creating an Imperial identity. 
Although Monypenny claimed that the term nation had been substituted by 
the term empire, one important difference between the British and their 
colonies could not be explained away. After all, one of the main articles of 
faith was the belief in British or ‘Anglo-Saxon’ superiority and their holy 
duty of ‘elevating’ inferior peoples. The imagined unity of the Empire was 
based on a „governing race“ whose highest duty lay in governing remote 
peoples. Rather than supplanting a British national identity, the Empire 
became its most important feature.80

The Imperial religion proved to be a powerful factor in shaping British 
identities, because it popularized a very flattering self-image that everyone 
could participate in just by believing in it. The permeation of the Imperial 
religion even into the lower sections of society may have been furthered by 
the fact that the Imperial religion placed the glory of Empire within the reach 
of everyone. As Lord Milner emphasized, one did not have to be a soldier or 
a politician in order to participate in upholding the Empire: „We can all serve 
it indirectly by cultivating Imperial sentiment.“81 Glory and greatness, as well 
as wealth and power, could be symbolically shared by the poor through the 
sanctification of Empire and its rituals.

V.

This survey of the importance of the Imperial religion is not meant to be the 
last word on the joining of Protestantism and imperialism; it is rather meant 
to be a first word on a topic that has undeservedly been neglected. In 
conclusion, I would therefore like to point out some areas in need of further

80 Politicians, however, often seemed to imply that the nation had been supplanted by the 
Empire. Whether the logical contradiction between the belief that the allegedly superior 
British ‘race’ governed ‘inferior peoples’ and the belief that there was a single imperial 
identity shared by all the members o f the Empire was noted by contemporary listeners, 
or even by the speakers themselves, is difficult to determine. In retrospect, there seems 
to have been an oscillation between an imperial identity on the one hand, and a British 
national identity, the most important facet o f which was the Empire, on the other hand. I 
would like to thank Prof. Peter Wende for drawing my attention to this difficulty.

81 Milner, Nation and Empire (above n. 51), xiii.
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investigation. The utilization of the Imperial religion in political debates 
should be looked into more closely. At what time did it start, are there 
chronological changes, and is there any relation between the choice of images 
and the policy discussed? Did politicians consciously refer to a powerful 
rhetoric, did they believe in every word they said, did they tailor their 
speeches to specific audiences, and did they realize that there were internal 
contradictions or ambiguities?

Another fertile area of investigation involves the role of literature in 
shaping the Imperial religion. Victorian and Edwardian politicians often 
quoted works by Tennyson and Kipling, for instance, and Kipling used 
quotes from the Bible and archaic Biblical language in many of his poems. 
What was the overall importance of this author, who has recently been termed 
the „the writer of imperial hymns?“82 Another fruitful area of research would 
be the part the clergy played in shaping and promoting the Imperial religion. 
What is the relationship between the Imperial religion and the investment of 
the military with moral and religious properties? Did clergymen in the 
Edwardian period use sermons in order to exhort their listeners to do their 
sacred duty, or did they rather further militarism in an attempt to recapture 
their former function of leadership?83

The structure and inherent logic of the Imperial religion should also be 
more closely analyzed. Would it be adequate to cast Froude and Seeley, 
whose influence is acknowledged by many imperialists, in the role of 
prophets? How did contemporaries use their main works? Moreover, the 
making of imperial ‘saints’ awaits further investigation. What specific values 
did they represent, and did these values and the functions of these saints 
change over the decades? What about Cecil Rhodes, who was cast as „God’s 
Englishman“, and who even had his own „Apostles“, the fifteen young men 
he picked to go with the Pioneer Column to ‘open’ the ‘Hinterland’?84 What 
is the role of the Crown in the context of the Imperial religion? Is Lord 
Milner right in calling it „a sacred symbol of a bond, a fellowship“85 or is

82 MacDonald, Language o f Empire (above n. 5), 161. For a short analysis o f the religious 
quotations in one o f Kipling’s poems, see ibid., 153 f.

83 For a short discussion o f the role o f  the clergy in the context o f Edwardian militarism see 
Summers, Edwardian Militarism (above n. 66), 250-253.

84 The appellations o f  Rhodes are quoted in MacDonald, Language o f Empire (above n. 5), 
138.

85 Milner, Nation and Empire (above n. 51), xii.
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there more to it than that? What are the differences between the British 
Imperial religion and the American ‘civil religion’? Does the Imperial 
religion manifest specific British national characteristics, or are there 
important correspondences between British and American ways of investing 
political matters with a religious aura?86 Last, but certainly not least, there is 
the question of whether one can assign to festivities, rituals and ceremonies 
involving the Empire a place within the structure of the Imperial religion. 
What about the processions of 1897, when Joseph Chamberlain brought the 
colonial premiers and troops to parade for the Diamond Jubilee? What is the 
significance of the coronation of Edward VII, which, to some 
contemporaries, had even greater imperial importance than the Diamond 
Jubilee?87 Did the rituals concerning the national anthem and the flag have 
any religious impact? Did the festivities surrounding the celebration of the 
Empire Day popularize, strengthen or modify the Imperial religion?

As the above has shown, the Imperial religion played a substantial part in 
the making of imperialist mentalities. Although the normative, legitimizing 
and emotional functions of the language of religion could also be filled by 
secular metaphors like the image of the family, the persuasiveness and 
emotional appeal of the Imperial religion went well beyond secular images 
and rational arguments. The language of the Imperial religion popularized a 
set of largely unconscious beliefs, ideas, feelings, and values; and it purveyed 
the concept of Empire and its concomitant duty of fighting for it, through a 
Protestant imagery whose roots went deep into cultural consciousness. It has 
to be borne in mind, moreover, that Christianity was regarded as the 
exclusive source of truth. Couching imperialist concerns in the language of 
religion projected some of the authority of Protestanism onto the Empire. The 
Imperial religion thus had a far greater potential than mere nationalist 
abstractions like patriotic duty, secular metaphors of the Empire, or mere 
rational justifications of imperial conquest.

Since the blending of the languages of religion and imperialism 
conditioned the way in which the Victorian public perceived, experienced, 
and thought of the British Empire, it contributed to that change of national 
identities in which the Empire was substituted for the nation. The imperial

86 I would like to thank Prof. Hans Kastendiek and Prof. Logie Barrow for raising the 
question o f the ‘civil religion’ and the ambiguities o f the Imperial religion.

87 See Cannadine, Context, Performance and Meaning (above n. 72), 124 f.
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language made the illogical thinkable, it made „them“ a part of „us“. The 
success of this imagined unity is manifested in the change of arguments 
supporters of the Empire put forward. Whereas Seeley and Froude had harped 
on the alleged racial and religious homogeneity of the British Empire in order 
to demonstrate imperial unity, later politicians openly admitted the 
differences between the British ruling ‘race’ and the many peoples governed 
by Britain. At the turn of the century, the fiction of racial unity binding the 
Empire together had given way to the fiction of a unity of the ‘governing 
race’ allegedly endowed with superior faculties and entrusted by God to rule 
over vast regions and different peoples. The ‘elect nation’ now acted as the 
head of a great and glorious Empire.

Couched in an emotionally charged language, the Imperial religion 
engaged the feelings of large parts of the population and created patriotic 
sentiments for the Empire, thus securing powerful support for imperial 
policies and wars of expansion. The imperial creed with its articles of faith, 
duties, preachers, saints and martyrs shaped habits of thought, feeling, and 
perception, and tailored imperial dominion to the taste of the masses. By the 
end of the nineteenth century, the sacred flame of liberty had lost its lustre 
and given way to the „torch of Imperial patriotism.“88

88 Chamberlain, 31.3.1897 (above n. 33), 5.
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