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Assignment: Essay - In what ways did popular culture depictions of colonial conflicts help “sell” the idea of empire to the British public? Refer to specific examples when answering.
Manufacturing Imperialists: Advertising and the British Empire
The extent to which the development of British imperialism was tied to the influence of capitalism is a debated one among historians, although once the empire was established and had become inextricably bound to British business and economy, companies had a vested interest in both preserving and promoting imperialism. With the economy dependent on the colonies for no small portion of imports and exports, a situation was created in which ignoring the impact of the British empire on businesses would have been to disregard a hugely important element of how they functioned. Through advertising, British companies sought to sell the idea of the empire to the public, though in doing so they also built upon and reinforced the existing influence of imperialism in popular culture. The result was a mutually beneficial relationship in which business first profited from the resources the empire provided, then returned the favour by promoting imperialism to the common people through marketing. 
	An important part of this propaganda campaign was supporting the British side in imperial conflicts, of which there were many. This is not necessarily limited to military conflicts but could also include the cultural and societal conflicts which arose as British rule was asserted over the colonies – although the degree to which British psychological dominance was enforced by physical aggression makes the two somewhat hard to separate. In fact, conflict was frequently a very useful tool for those who wished to ‘sell’ the empire. By presenting colonial conflict as involving two sides, with the British always on one, propagandists could make use of an existing sense of nationalism to position the public on their side with very little coercive effort.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]	In order to appeal most effectively to the British public, advertising frequently made use of the sense of national identity and pride which should naturally lead into support of the country’s imperial ventures. One way in which companies did this was by using images of the British military in their marketing. Not only were the military a symbol that was easily identifiable as synonymous with Britain’s presence abroad, but fostering pride in the country’s military was an effective way to get Britons to empathise with those soldiers fighting in the colonies, who in turn helped to preserve the interests of British companies that operated there. Outside of corporate advertising, there already existed a culture of military pride in popular culture at the time. In ‘Discovering the Pleasures of War’, a piece dedicated to exploring British militarism during the golden age of empire, Michael Paris argues that glorification of the military was a major theme in the era’s media and popular culture, writing that, ‘throughout the [19th] century the essentially aggressive nature of the British was reflected as a powerful theme within popular culture, a culture which legitimized war, romanticized battle and portrayed the warrior as a masculine ideal.’[footnoteRef:1]  Such glamorising of war and those who took part in it was notably displayed in children’s stories, particularly those aimed at young boys. These stories usually depicted daring explorers and soldiers (all invariably male), who spent their time travelling, fighting, and generally embarking on great adventures. These stories were remarkably popular and – as even some authors, such as the prolific adventure writer G. A. Henty, were aware – spread enthusiasm for the military, to the extent that no small number of men declared they had enlisted after being inspired by such boys’ stories.[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  Michael Paris, 'Discovering the Pleasures of War,' Warrior Nation: Images of War in British Popular Culture, 1850–2000 (London: Reaktion Books, 2002), pp. 12-47, p. 13.]  [2:  Jeffrey Richards, ‘Popular Imperialism and the Image of the Army in Juvenile Literature’ in John MacKenzie ed., Popular Imperialism and the Military, 1850–1950 (Manchester: Manchester University, 1992), pp. 80-108, pp. 83-83.] 

	It was this cultural reverence for the military (and British colonial explorers in general) that marketers were building on when they created their army-themed adverts. The impact of the military’s image was such that even just a picture of a serviceman, with little to no text alongside it, was often used to market products. One 1910 advert for Scissors cigarettes simply showed the brand name above a picture of a woman handing a packet of cigarettes to a uniformed soldier on a train, as he is apparently preparing to leave.[footnoteRef:3] Likewise, a 1905 showcard advertising Colman’s Mustard showed a smiling naval officer holding a container labelled with the brand name, with a British flag waving patriotically behind him and naval ships in the background.[footnoteRef:4] Other companies accompanied their visual depictions of the military with text to help reinforce the message. In 1911, Bass published an advert for their pale ale which declared it ‘the drink of the empire’, with this slogan appearing above illustrations of military personnel in 1778 and 1911 – the drink being supposedly ‘well known in 1778’ and ‘world-famed in 1911’.[footnoteRef:5] Some companies even went so far as to prioritise the image of the forces over and above that of their own product. Pattinson Whisky, for instance, used a picture of an ironclad rather than one of their drink. The ship, shown heading directly towards the viewer of the advert, has ‘Pattinson Whisky’ emblazoned across its bow, with the words ‘Forging Ahead’ boldly displayed across the water before it. Underneath the image, in smaller writing, is written, ‘Pattinson’s whisky, like a British ironclad, is at home in all “waters.”’[footnoteRef:6] Regardless of the nature of the product they were promoting, countless marketers seemed keen to grab onto the popular admiration for the military – which associated the British forces with ideals of chivalry, masculinity, and international supremacy – and incorporate them into their advertising campaigns.  [3:  Robert Opie, Rule Britannia: Trading on the British Image (New York: Viking, 1985), p. 63.]  [4:  Ibid. p. 65.]  [5:  Ibid. p.62.]  [6:  Ibid. p. 61.] 

	Though advertisers generally did not let a lack of obvious connection between their product and the military stop them from tying the two together in their marketing, certain industries were more likely to use images of servicemen than others. Tobacco, being well-known as a large part of the soldier’s daily life at the time, was frequently marketed with allusions to the military. Perhaps the most lasting example of this came in the form of cigarette cards, which first came into being as cardboard stiffeners before being used as decorative marketing tools and collectable items.[footnoteRef:7] During the period from the Victorian era until well into the 20th century, designs based around symbols of the British empire were very popular, including those of the military. The tobacco manufacturer John Player & Sons produced a line of cigarette cards titled ‘Military Uniforms of the British Empire Overseas’, with each card depicting a soldier from a different part of the colonies.   What makes these cards especially significant is the fact that they make a clear link between the British military and imperialism, simultaneously bringing into play race issues that were an important influence in the colonialist culture. Although a number of these cards depict apparently white, possibly expatriate British soldiers – such as the Sergeant of the Kimberly Regiment, South Africa[footnoteRef:8] and Sergeant of the Rhodesia Regiment in Drill Order[footnoteRef:9] - there are many more showing images of native men of colour wearing the uniforms of the British empire. The Company Sergeant-Major of the British Guiana Military, for instance, shows a young black man, dressed in full military costume and standing before the Georgetown town hall.[footnoteRef:10] At first glance, this man appears to fulfil all the ideals to which young servicemen should aspire: he looks well-dressed, disciplined, and authoritative. However, the fact that this soldier is apparently not British but rather native to a British colony is not insignificant. Where the British soldiers serve to represent the empire as efficient and powerful to the viewer, soldiers from the colonies, in contrast, represent those on the receiving end of empire. In depicting colonised peoples as peacefully working in the empire’s military, assimilated to the extent that they embody the very British ideal of soldierly masculinity and are even included under the banner of the British military, these cards represent both the beneficence and cultural supremacy of the empire. This is not to say that the British empire was either beneficent or possessing of a superior culture, but it was a narrative that companies invested in the continuation of the empire would be keen to push. Nor was this a narrative restricted to imagery featuring the military, with nearly all aspects of the empire being used in advertising. As John MacKenzie put it: ‘Every company, almost without exception, issued sets on the armed forces, and sets of colonial troops and Indian regiments are common. Empire flags and coats of arms, Dominions, builders of empire, British Empire series and scenes, picturesque peoples of Empire, products and industries of Empire, are all frequently found’.[footnoteRef:11] The specifics may vary, but the propagandist aim remains the same: to glorify and encourage enthusiasm for the empire among the British public. [7:  Caroline Archer, ‘PRINT'S PAST: Cigarette Cards’, Printweek, April 22, (2004), p. 62.]  [8:  Sergeant of the Kimberley Regiment, South Africa, 1938 (colour litho), Bridgeman Images, private collection, [online]. Available: https://www-bridgemaneducation-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/en/asset/469423/summary.]  [9:  Sergeant of the Rhodesia Regiment in Drill Order, 1938 (colour litho), Bridgeman images, private collection, [online]. Available: https://www-bridgemaneducation-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/en/asset/469426/summary.]  [10:  Company Sergeant-Major of the British Guiana Military, 1938 (colour litho), Bridgeman Images, private collection, [online]. Available: https://www-bridgemaneducation-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/en/asset/469469/summary.]  [11:  John MacKenzie, 'The Vehicles of Imperial Propaganda,' Propaganda and Empire: The Manipulation of British Public Opinion, 1880–1960 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1988), pp. 15–38, p. 24.] 

	When analysing the culture surrounding the British empire, it is impossible to escape the question of race. This manifested itself in advertising that showcased the apparent beneficial nature of empire to those living under it, feeding into a kind of national saviour complex exemplified in Rudyard Kipling’s so-called ‘White Man’s Burden’, a poem which was itself a product of Kipling’s jingoistic support of the Philippine-American War. In it, Kipling apparently implores his fellow white men to take on the responsibility of civilising people of colour:
‘TAKE up the White Man’s burden—
Send forth the best ye breed—
Go bind your sons to exile
To serve your captives’ need;
To wait in heavy harness,
On fluttered folk and wild—
Your new-caught, sullen peoples,
Half-devil and half-child.’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Rudyard Kipling, ‘The White Man’s Burden, Bartleby, February 2013. <http://www.bartleby.com/br/364.html> Accessed 18 March 2018.] 

The way that Kipling presents imperialism here – for that is essentially what he was advocating, given the context of American occupation of the Philippines – encapsulates the type of superior but nevertheless paternalistic form of imperialism which was prevalent at the time. He presents colonialism as a necessary job for white men, not for their own benefit but rather for that of the colonised, who are described as ‘half-devil and half-child’, needing the influence of white people to bring them towards some degree of civilisation. This act of simultaneously infantilising and demonising colonised peoples results in othering them, defining their identity largely in opposition to the mature, godly British people.  To paraphrase Jerry Phillips in his essay ‘Cannibalism Qua Capitalism’, the colonisers could only elevate themselves by denigrating others.[footnoteRef:13] Through putting down and othering the colonised, British supremacy was validated.  [13:  Jerry Phillips, ‘Cannibalism qua capitalism: the metaphorics of accumulation in Marx, Conrad, Shakespeare and Marlowe’, Cannibalism and the Colonial World, ed. Francis Baker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 183-203, p. 190. ] 

	Kipling may have popularised the term for this cultural belief, but he was hardly the only person in British society to adhere to it. The concept of the white man’s burden was a critical one for the British empire, as it provided a ready-made explanation for why the British side of any colonial conflict was the right one. Companies subsequently made use of this in their marketing, employing racist and jingoistic symbolism to promote their imperial products. A clear example of rhetoric and imagery which reflects these values can be seen in the soap adverts of the time, particularly those for Pears’. Soap may initially seem like an odd product to become such a strong symbol of imperialism, but to Victorian society, it made perfect sense. As Anne McClintock wrote in her seminal essay on soap advertising and the British empire, soap became bound up in Victorian principles of cleanliness and purity: ‘Victorian cleaning rituals were peddled globally as the God-given sign of Britain’s evolutionary superiority, and soap was invested with magical, fetish powers.’[footnoteRef:14] In this way, soap became the symbolic manifestation of colonialism’s civilising influence, metaphorically and often physically enlightening colonised people by exposing them to its purifying effect.  [14:  Anne McClintock, ‘Soft-Soaping Empire: Commodity Racism and Imperial Advertising’ in Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 207.] 

	One 1890 advert for Pears’ soap makes this civilising element clear: it includes an illustration of a black man standing on a shore, dressed in a loincloth and decorative headgear. In one hand he holds a spear, while the other holds a bar of Pears’ soap. A box clearly labelled with the name of the brand sits at his feet, while a sinking ship is shown in the distance. Above the illustration are the words ‘The Birth of Civilisation – A Message from the Sea’. As if the transmission of civilisation to this man via soap is not clear enough, the writing underneath the image declares, ‘The Consumption of Soap is a Measure of the Wealth, Civilisation, Health, and Purity of the People - Liebig’.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Advertisement, Pears' Soap (chromolitho), Henry Stacey Marks, Bridgeman Images, Illustrated Papers Collection, [online]. Available: https://www-bridgemaneducation-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/en/asset/1046957/summary.] 

	In her aforementioned piece, McClintock argues that, ‘From the outset, soap took shape as technology of social purification, inextricably entwined with the semiotics of imperial racism.’[footnoteRef:16] Accordingly, soap advertising made a very explicit connection between cleanliness and purity with fair skin, while dirtiness and lack of civilisation were associated with dark skin. This can be seen in the many advertisements for soap which show spotless, alabaster-skinned white women and children, but it is even clearer in those pictures which include black people. An 1885 advert for Pears’ Soap, which was printed in the Illustrated London News, depicted an interaction between two small children, one black and one white. The advert featured two illustrations: in the first, the white boy is shown holding a bar of soap and seemingly helping the black boy to have a bath, which he regards warily; in the second, the white boy holds up a mirror as the black boy emerges from the bath, shocked to see that his skin from the head down is now as pale as the other boy’s. Above the images is written, ‘For improving and preserving the complexion.’[footnoteRef:17] Similar depictions of black children (and given the infantilization of people of colour under the empire, it is notable that they are children depicted) appearing to turn white after using certain products was not uncommon, being used by Pears’ Soap a number of times, as well as by other companies – such as in an advert for Chlorinol Soda Bleaching, which depicted a group of black children about to use Chlorinol to ‘Be Like De White Nigger’.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  McClintock, p. 212.]  [17: Advertisement, Pears' Soap (engraving), Bridgeman Images, Illustrated Papers Collection, [online]. Available: https://www-bridgemaneducation-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/en/asset/1591184/summary.]  [18:  McClintock, p. 221.] 

	Although it does not feature any more explicit depictions of racial cleansing, one other advert for Pears’ Soap makes the empirical rhetoric behind their marketing quite clear: it shows a white man, dressed in a pure white Navy uniform, washing his hands in the cabin of a ship.  Underneath the text reads, ‘The first step to lightening the White Man’s Burden is through teaching the virtues of cleanliness.’[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  The first step toward lightening the White man's burden in through teacing [sic] the virtues of cleanliness, Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, [online]. Available: http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2002715038/. ] 

	From ideals of masculinity and aggressive nationalism to racism and the white man’s burden, adverts produced during the age of empire played on popular conceptions of national identity and the ideological conflict between that and the colonial ‘other’. By using this visual language of imperialism to communicate their propaganda, companies succeeded in converting British fervour for the empire into enthusiasm for their own products. Yet the reverse was also true, as the empire was simultaneously promoted through these adverts. The result was that companies ended up selling two things at once: their goods and the empire itself.
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