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Description:

At its peak in the nineteenth century, the British Empire was the largest empire ever known,
governing roughly a quarter of the world's population. In Empire, Niall Ferguson explains how "an
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archipelago of rainy islands... came to rule the world," and examines the costs and consequences,
both good and bad, of British imperialism. Though the book's breadth is impressive, it is not
intended to be a comprehensive history of the British Empire; rather, Ferguson seeks to glean
lessons from this history for future, or present, empires--namely America. Pointing out that the U.S.
is both a product of the British Empire as well as an heir to it, he asks whether America--an "empire
in denial"--should "seek to shed or to shoulder the imperial load it has inherited." As he points out in
this fascinating book, there is compelling evidence for both.

Observing that "the difficulty with the achievements of empire is that they are much more likely to
be taken for granted than the sins of empire," Ferguson stresses that the British did do much good
for humanity in their quest for domination: promotion of the free movement of goods, capital, and
labor and a common rule of law and governance chief among them. "The question is not whether
British imperialism was without blemish. It was not. The question is whether there could have been
a less bloody path to modernity," he writes. The challenge for the U.S., he argues, is for it to use its
undisputed power as a force for positive change in the world and not to fall into some of the same
traps as the British before them.

Covering a wide range of topics, including the rise of consumerism (initially fueled by a desire for
coffee, tea, tobacco, and sugar), the biggest mass migration in history (20 million emigrants between
the early 1600s and the 1950s), the impact of missionaries, the triumph of capitalism, the spread of
the English language, and globalization, this is a brilliant synthesis of various topics and an
extremely entertaining read. --Shawn Carkonen --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable
edition of this title.

From Publishers Weekly Acclaimed British historian Ferguson (The Pity of War) takes the
revisionist (or perhaps re-revisionist) position that the British Empire was, on balance, a good thing,
that it "impos[ed] free markets, the rule of law... and relatively incorrupt government" on a quarter
of the globe. Ferguson's imperial boosterism differs from more critical recent scholarship on the
empire, such as Linda Colley's Captives and Simon Schama's A History of Britain: The Fate of
Empire. Ferguson's gracefully written narrative traces the history of the empire from its beginnings
in the 16th century. As Ferguson tells it, by the 18th century British consumers had developed a
strong taste for sugar, tobacco, coffee, tea and other imports. The empire's role was to supply these
commodities and to offer cheap land to British settlers. Not until the late 18th century did Britain
add a "civilizing mission" to its commercial motives. Liberals in Britain, often fired by religious
feelings, abolished the slave trade and then set out to Christianize indigenous peoples. Ferguson
gives a wonderful account of the fabled career of missionary and explorer David Livingstone. The
author admits that the British sometimes responded to native opposition with brutality and racism.
Yet he argues that other empires, especially those of Germany and Japan, were far more brutal (a
not entirely satisfying defense). Indeed, Ferguson contends that Britain nobly sacrificed its empire in
order to defeat these imperial rivals in WWII. His provocative and elegantly written account will
surely trigger debate, if not downright vilification, among history readers and postcolonial scholars.
25 color illus., b&w illus., maps.
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