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1. Influence or Interference: Salisbury on the Egyptian
Question

I. Egypt and British Imperialism in the East

Historians have expounded clearly the importance of Egypt to British
imperialism in the East in the nineteenth century, though their views differed
to a certain extent.! Indeed, the place Egypt occupied in Salisbury’s imperial
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design has too often been overvalued. Salisbury in fact attached much more
importance to the establishment of British supremacy in Western Asia and
especially in Mesopotamia than to an exclusive footing in Egypt, 2 although
he definitely tried to use the authority Britain had got in Egypt to strengthen
her position on the Nile and to its headwaters, so as “to withdraw as much as
possible from all responsibilities at Constantinople” in the course of the
1890s. 3 He once said: “England has a special tie to Egypt, because it is the
highway to her Eastern possessions.” 4 Egypt’s importance to Britain chiefly
consisted in its geographical position: territorial acquisition was not
Salisbury’s objective, and political influence interested him only when it
involved the safety of Britain’s communication with the Indian Empire.
Thus a predominant position on the strength of moral influence rather than a
British paramountcy directly responsible for the rule of the native popula-
tions was what he wanted to achieve in Egypt; and he concerned himself to a

Historical Review, vol. LV, no. 220, 1940, pp. 622-623; M. M. Jefferson. “Lord Salisbury
and the Eastern Question, 1890-98,” Siavonic and East European Review, XXXIX, 1960;
J. A. S. Grenville, Lord Salisbury and Foreign Policy (London, 1964), pp. 97-98; C. 1.
Lowe, Salisbury and the Mediterranean, 1886-1896 (London, 1965), p. 118; R.A. Atkins,
“The Conservatives and Egypt, 1875-1880,” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth
History, 1974, p. 197; R. E. Robinson and John Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians: The
Official Mind of Imperialism (London, 1981), pp. 266-273 and 288; K. M. Wilson,
“Constantinople or Cairo: Lord Salisbury and the Partition of the Ottoman Empire, 1886-
97, in K. M. Wilson ed., Imperialism and Nationalism in the Middle East {London, 1983),
pp. 26-27, 46-47; and A. Ramm, “Lord Salisbury and the Foreign Office,” in R. Bullen ed.,
The Foreign Office, 1782-1982 (Maryland, 1984), pp. 54-55. According to a letter from
Salisbury to the Queen, in the mid-1880s a section of the Cabinet (Lord Churchill and Lord
Hamilton included) did show a strong inclination to depart from the traditional policy of
resisting the designs of Russia upon the Balkan Peninsula. They held that, having Egypt and
Cyprus, the South-East of Europe no longer interested Britain, and that any further attempt to
bar the way to Russia was hopeless. “Lord Salisbury only agrees with them to this extent,
that the perverse folly of the Turk has made the task of helping him infinitely difficult,” he
wrote. See Salisbury to the Queen, 7 Sep. 1886, in G. E. Buckle ed., The Letters of Queen
Victoria, 3td S., vol. [ (London, 1932), pp. 201-202.

2 HHL, 3M, A/32/35, Salisbury to Layard, 29 October 1878.

3 Ibid., A/138/43, Salisbury to Currie, 19 October 1897.

4 PRO., F.O. 424/73/no. 145, Salisbury to Lyons, 7 August 1878.
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greater degree with the political aims of British policy in Egypt than with the
interests of Britain as a big creditor. Yet, with all its significant contributions
to Britain’s hold on her Eastern Empire, the political position caused by the
occupation of Egypt constituted a stumbling block in British policy.
Salisbury’s complaint in 1887 — “I heartily wish we had never gone into
Egypt. Had we not done so, we could snap our fingers at all the world” 5 —
revealed the awful embarrassment Britain faced in consequence of her
presence in Egypt after 1882.

The formation of Salisbury’s forward policy in the Sudan and his active
attitude towards Egyptian affairs was in a sense a response to the
aggressiveness in France’s Egyptian policy, which helped to fire the
imperialist spirit of the British nation in the nineteenth century. He wrote to
Northcote (later Lord Iddesleigh, the Chancellor of the Exchequer) in 1879:
“I think your policy . . . is too chaste. . . . We must have a marked
satisfaction to our wounded feelings: and we must be abreast of France in
any hold she has over the administration of [Egypt]. . . . If . . . we can make
France draw back from practical interference, we shall have got back to the
position we held before.” ¢ After the British occupation Salisbury was
always prepared to support Sir Evelyn Baring (later Lord Cromer, the British
Consul General in Egypt) in face of French challenge to British measures
regarding Egyptian affairs, partly for reasons of prestige. He wrote to Baring
in 1888 when there was a conflict with France in prospect: “Whenever the
row comes we shall support you heartily and thoroughly. I believe you are
right in this controversy; but if I thought you wrong, I should still think it
impossible to retreat before Nubar in the face of the whole East.” 7 It was
clear that if left alone the French would take steps to establish an exclusive
influence in Egypt or even to make the country a dependency of their
Empire. Comparably with his views on the vitality of Turkey, Salisbury held
in the late 1870s that Egypt was evidently bankrupt and past cure, but by the
early 1890s he thought differently. Yet, in contrast to his drastic opinion on
the solution of the Turkish question, Salisbury in his heart embraced an

5 HHL, 3M, A/51/149, Salisbury to Woltt, 23 February 1887.

6 BL, Iddesleigh Papers, vol. VII, Add MSS 50019, Salisbury to Northcote, 21 May 1879.

7 HHL, 3M. D/1-9/117, Salisbury to Baring, 17 February 1888; Nubar Pasha (1825-99),
Egyptian minister and premier.
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“attitude of expectancy” and a policy of inactivity towards the development
of the Egyptian question until the day of the Khedive’s doom. “If we stood
alone, and there were no such Power as France, [ should be disposed to stand
quietly by and without condoning anything that has been done, look on
patiently till the Khedive has knocked himself and his government to
pieces,” he said when first Foreign Secretary.® This difference in diplomacy
is explicable by reference to Salisbury’s concern for Eastern nationality.
Since the Egyptian question involved no issues of racial conflict brought
about by alien misgovernment, as the question of European Turkey did,
Salisbury was of the opinion that Egypt could and should be left to the
Egyptians as far as British interests allowed. He was also influenced by his
habitual scruples about adopting any policy which would entail a palpable
repercussion in India and in other Moslem communities.

I1. British Policy before the Occupation

Always expecting the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire in the near
future, Salisbury, having acknowledged that Britain was no match for Russia
at Constantinople, attempted to secure for the English a preponderant
position in Egypt in order to safeguard British interests in the Near East. A
precautionary, if not preemptive, policy in Egypt was, moreover, in his eyes
necessary for the protection of British interests, as he believed in the late
1870s that the causes of decay which had been threatening all the Moslem
countries of the world would also prove incurable in Egypt. Yet, treating
Egypt mainly as a bargaining counter for imperial ends, he had little
enthusiasm for interfering with the Khedive’s internal affairs. In 1879
Salisbury recalled H. C. Vivian from Cairo when he got himself deeply
involved in Egyptian politics, even though Salisbury had a high opinion of
Vivian’s diplomacy.? In early 1885 when the Conservative Party was out of
power there was great pressure from some leading Tories for the declaration

8 HHL, 3M, A/25/6, Salisbury to Vivian, 23 May 1879. In a letter to Lyons of 21 May 1879
(Ibid., A/26/39), Salisbury said: “If left alone our disposition would be to find an excuse for
waiting: and if we move it will be because France is urging us.”

9 R. A. Jones, The British Diplomatic Service, 1815-1914 (Gerrards Cross, Bucks., 1983), p.
201.
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of the Party’s Egyptian policy. To this Salisbury responded: “I take the
general objects of our policy to be to keep Egypt from European interference
on the one side, and from anarchy on the other. Interference with the internal
government [of Egypt] is not part of our political aim and should only be
practised as far as the higher dictates of humanity require. . . . 1 do not
believe in the plan of moulding the Egyptians to our civilization.” 10 To
Salisbury, however important Egypt was to British imperial interests, it did
not necessitate or justify an English government of the country.

Criticizing the Government’s Egyptian proceedings as “too pedantic”!!
when he first assumed the office of Foreign Secretary in 1878, Salisbury
entertained no wish for any formal change in the position or institutions of
Egypt. The maintenance of Egyptian neutrality was the leading aim of
Salisbury’s Egyptian policy during his first period at the Foreign Office, an
object which he affirmed could be attained by making the Egyptian
institutions work with honesty, humanity and economy. For this purpose,
some self-assertion and stubbornness in the Moslem rulers were indispensa-
ble and desirable, as, Salisbury emphasized, the continuance of native rule
was, for the English, the easiest solution to the problem of keeping Egypt
neutral.!2 [deally, Egypt’s neutrality would mean the maintenance of such a
state of things that no other Power was able to be more powerful than Britain
on the Nile. He said in August 1878 that Britain did not desire to establish
any real presence, or to interfere in any way with the dynasty of the Khedive
erected under the suzerainty of the Sultan.!3 Under existing conditions the
establishment of British authority in Egypt would in his view confer no other

10 HHL, 3M, D/10-14/156, Salisbury to Lord Cairns, 20 February 1885. Salisbury
continued: “As long as they are Mahometans that is impossible, and we must not forget that
though we have often ruled mixed creeds, or creeds other than Mahometan, we have never
yet ruled Mahometans alone. The only place in which we have tried it, is Afghanistan, and
then it was not precisely a success.” Salisbury’s dislike of intertering with Egypt’s domestic
affairs should not be associated with an unwillingness to modernize the country, as has
been suggested by some historians. For such an argument see R. L. Tignor, Modernization
and British Colonial Rule in Egypt, 1882-1914 (Princeton, 1966).

1 BL, Iddesleigh Papers, ibid., Salisbury to Northcote, 3 July 1878.

12 PRO, F.O. 407/13/no. 1304, Salisbury to Malet, 16 October 1879.

13 PRO, F.O. 424/73/n0. 145, Salisbury to Lyons, 7 August 1878.
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advantages than opportunities of employing Englishmen and introducing
English capital, advantages that would be outweighed by the responsibilities
simultaneously incurred.'4 He was inclined to preserve the semblance of
Egyptian sovereignty and the existent relationship between the Khedive and
the Porte, which he emphasized could allow Britain to exert influence upon
Egypt while freeing her of the responsibility of government.

Salisbury pointed out that the one great advantage in the existing
relations between Egypt and the Turkish authorities, no matter how
anomalous they might appear to be, was that in case of extreme misgovern-
ment, they furnished a machinery for changing the Khedive, which enabled
the British to exercise a general control of Egypt without any violation of
treaties or diplomatic friction.ts In this way Salisbury hoped to prevent
Egypt from lapsing into misrule or anarchy, which he predicted would invite
foreign intervention in the form of military occupation. However, Salisbury
hesitated for a while to give support to the move to depose Khedive Ismail
(1863-79) in 1879, 16 as he wondered whether it would be better not to
hasten artificially the inevitable downfall of the Khedive and thereby
stimulate the Moslem feeling both at Cairo and Constantinople. In addition,
he feared that after having a Khedive dethroned, the character of non-
intervention in English policy would become difficult to retain, and “any
further prudery would be out of place,”!” making it more difficult for Britain
to carry on her preferred policy of indirect imperialism.

The idea of an international government in Egypt representing five or
six foreign and Christian Powers seemed to Salisbury untenable, because, in
addition to the practical difficulties due to international hostility, such a
government could hardly be “qualified for its task either by knowledge of

14 PRO, F.0. 407/13/no. 1304, Salisbury to Malet, 16 October 1879.

15 Jbid.

16 For more discussion see W. L. Langer, European Alliances and Alignments, 1871-90 (New
York, 1950), p. 261. After the disposition of the Khedive, Salisbury wrote to
Northcote: “We don’t want Egypt to be another Turkey. It we had deposed Abdul Aziz in
1872, as we have deposed Ismail, half a million lives would have been saved, and the
Eastern question put oft for two generations.” See HHL, 3M, D/50-56/204, Salisbury to
Northcote, 10 August 1879.

17 HHL, 3M, A/26/51, Salisbury to Lyons, 17 July 1879.
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the subjects or sympathy with the people.” 18 In 1879 Salisbury objected to
the call for the supersession of the Commission of the Public Debt
established in November 1876 by a new body involving the membership of
three more European Powers, saying that the financial controllers had
evinced a clear perception of the necessities of Egyptian policy by showing a
wise abstinence from unnecessary intervention in the operations of the native
government and a judicious deference to the feelings of the Egyptian
population.!® This financial oversight was reformed in 1879. The two
Controllers, British and French, were not to have the power which, under the
previous scheme, they possessed of administrative intervention in the affairs
of Egypt. Henceforth, they had no authority whatever but to inspect, to
report, and to advise. Salisbury held that the foreign control of Egypt,
whether in financial or political issues, should take the form of inspection or
“some form of wirepuller” instead of actual authority, for moral influence,
he believed, was the only form of control likely to be effective. “With all
these Oriental populations [in Egypt],” Salisbury wrote, “I suspect that the
role of Europeans should in the main be confined to positions of criticism
and control. They can only govern after absolute conquest, and that
expensively. The difficulty of governing without conquest is of course
enormously increased when two nationalities have to be provided for and
two governments to be consulted.” 20

With “faith in the English influence in Egypt drawing ahead,” Salisbury
repudiated any idea of occupying Egypt jointly with the French. He rejected
Waddington’s (M. Waddington, the French Ambassador to London)
proposal in 1878 for putting “into an obligatory shape” the parity of
influence between England and France in Egypt, not only because he
thought it inexpedient to bind Britain formally in this matter as things might
change to her advantage in the future, but because he felt that such a
proposal was “too plain spoken a claim” to make the Khedive the vassal of
the two Powers. 21 He stressed that so long as Egypt was formally in-

18 PRO, F.0. 407/13/no. 1472, Memorandum by Salisbury, 18 Nov. 1879.

19 PRO, F.O. 407/13/n0.1454, Salisbury to Karolyi, 4 Nov. 1879.

20 HHL, 3M, A/26/36, Salisbury to Lyons, 24 April 1879.

21 HHL, 3M, D/20/328, Salisbury to Disraeli, 5 Sep. 1878. Also cf. R. E. Robinson and John
Gallagher, op. cit., pp. 83-84.
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dependent of the Powers, no one but the natives could govern it. Hence the
importance of making the native government succeed. Under these
circumstances all the actual pressure on the native government would only
be passed through the hands of the diplomatic agents, the other representa-
tives of the Powers alongside the Controllers. Salisbury’s Egyptian policy
was to induce the ruling Turco-Egyptian minority to govern the people on
British advice, but to leave to them a convincing appearance of authority,
thereby relieving the British of direct responsibility for the grievous
shortcomings in the Khedive’s policies, which he thought were inevitable
even under the most favourable conditions. And, like his policy towards the
Sultan, Salisbury saw his way to direct Egypt’s policy by opportunely
playing on the Khedive’s emotions of fear and hope about his viceroyalty.
For example, he regarded as a needless defiance Baring’s proposal in late
1879 for a formal communication to the Porte to demonstrate British
determination to maintain her predominant position in Egypt: Salisbury
favoured an unofficial yet stern intimation to the Khedive notifying him of
Britain’s assertion of privileges concerning Egyptian affairs, despite her
willingness to encourage the native government by partially effacing herself
in Egyptian politics. 22

Salisbury was convinced that British influence in Egypt would prevail
over that of France in time, a result that in his belief depended not upon
formal acts but upon the “natural superiority which a good Englishman in
such a position was pretty sure to show.” 23 So he endeavoured to procure
Britain’s preponderance both in importance and number in the appointment
of Europeans to the Khedive’s administration. Yet, as Salisbury’s Egyptian
policy was aimed not at the subjection of a Moslem people to the English
authorities, but at safeguarding British influence and, in particular, the Suez
and the Red Sea as important to British imperial communications, the posts
for which he strove to secure for Englishmen in Egyptian European
appointments were those respecting the control of “harbours, customs,
lighthouses, and the communications by land and water from sea to sea.”24

22 HHL, 3M, A/25/16, Salisbury to Malet, 14 Nov. 1879.
23 HHL, 3M, A/26/11, Salisbury to Lyons, 10 August 1878.
24 PRO, F.0. 407/13/n0. 1304, Salisbury to Malet, 16 October 1879.
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While on the other hand, he was disposed to attach less importance to the
distribution of native appointments. Salisbury pointed out that in Oriental
states where foreign influence was strong, native competitors for office
tended to enroll themselves as partisans of one power or the other, which
induced the foreign representatives to indulge in a race for small diplomatic
victories and forget the importance of the appointment of the natives
of ability. “To us,” he said, “whose chief interest in Egypt is that the
Government should last and work well, it is much more important that the
best men should be employed than that the partisans of England should be
promoted.” 25 However, he did not stretch this principle so far as to allow
pro-English officials in Egypt to be pushed aside.

Salisbury insisted that, for the purpose of improving Egyptian condi-
tions, the Khedive’s government should employ Europeans largely, and, “if
insensible to its own interest in that respect,” should be pressed to do so; 26
but he emphasized that they should be selected with a view to the effective
exercise of power rather than to the possession of conspicuous rank, and
should be kept in the background as much as possible. In view of the great
jealousy European officials of high standing had inspired both among the
Moslems and other Powers, Salisbury was not in favour of European
ministry in the Egyptian Government; a programme that had failed in
practice. As he told Lyons: “The exchange . . . of nominal authority for real
inspectorship is a step in the right direction.” 27 Considering the strong self-
respect of the Moslem officials and nationalists in Egypt, Salisbury
definitely did not want Europeans to be used in great numbers on the
domestic front or in an ostentatious manner so as to destroy the apparent
authority of the native government; and as far as the employment of
Englishmen in Egypt was concerned, he thought former Indian administra-
tors made good appointments in the Khedive’s service.

25 Ibid.
26 ppid.
27 HHL, 3M, A/26/48, Salisbury to Lyons, 15 July 1879.
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I11. Salisbury on the British Occupation of Egypt

As early as in 1876 the advice had been pressed upon the British Gov-
ernment that Britain should occupy Egypt or, at least, the borders of the Suez
Canal in order to cope with the influence Russia had gained and would
develop in Turkey. Among the proponents was Prince Bismarck. To all
suggestions of that kind the British Government had constantly, and wisely
as well in Salisbury’s opinion, turned a deaf ear. He denounced the idea of
finding Britain compensation in Egypt in this way and pointed to foreign
opposition and the thorny problem of Egyptian finance, although he saw that
such an operation might further British interests and present no material
difficulties.? His worry was not that occupation would constitute an
apparent aggression upon the integrity of the Ottoman Empire: it was this
fear of direct responsibility of government in an Oriental nation that
counted. What then actually concerned Salisbury if the Ottoman Empire fell
to pieces and Egypt became independent, was not the whole of Egypt but the
country’s littoral and the communications across the Isthmus. An occupation
involving rule over the Egyptians was unwise and not economical. So he
maintained in 1879 that Britain should not intervene physically against the
Khedive by occupying Egypt, nor could she allow France to act alone. 29

Speaking on Egyptian affairs in Parliament shortly before and after the
bombardment of Alexandria, Salisbury said that it was the constantly
increasing power and influence of the Powers’ diplomatic agents and the
authority they claimed over the acts of the Egyptian administration that had
recently come to grief. He pointed out that apart from all financial questions,
or questions of control, the tendency had been towards establishing a
protectorate over Egypt under the English and the French, administered not
by the financial controllers but by the diplomats, and that this was exactly
the question at issue now between the British and the Egyptians. “If we ask
ourselves what is it that we have a right to ask of the Egyptian Government
which we have not got, we should be puzzled to answer the question,”

28 PRO, F.O. 424/69/no. 273, Salisbury to Russel, 12 April 1878; FO78/2900/p. 128,
Salisbury to M. Waddington, 7 July 1878: and HHL, 3M, A/20/8, Salisbury to the Queen,
12 April 1878.

29 HHL, 3M, A/25/4, Salisbury to Lascelles, 28 March 1879.
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Salisbury said, viewing the British operation as an extravagant act of
intervention in another country’s internal affairs.30 A tremendous debt
would remain for long a heavy burden on the Egyptian finances, and a
hindrance to all negotiations for the settlement of foreign claims, which
necessitated a deeper intervention by the British in both the internal
administration and external relations of Egypt. While admitting that it was
necessary to establish that quasi-protectorate and to direct, persuasively or
forcibly, the Khedive’s policy, Salisbury dwelt on the means Britain should
have had adopted, emphasizing that the best mode of acting by moral force
upon a Mussulman population was by means of the Sultan’s co-operation.

In addition to the offence Britain had committed against the Sultan’s
authority by her military action, she had further hurt Moslem feeling by
convoking a conference of the Powers at Constantinople to discuss the
Egyptian question. Salisbury observed: “Whether a pretence or a reality,
when you come to deal with a Mussulman people, the European Concert
means Christianity against Islam. It means something very like a crusade.”
“In all political matters, which are matters ultimately settled by force,” he
continued, “nothing to my mind can be more dangerous than the adoption of
any course of conduct of which the issue shall be to set Christianity
collectively against Islam.” 3! Salisbury stressed that the mistake throughout
the Egyptian policy of the Gladstone Government was that the Liberal
leaders had been to underrate the force of Moslem sentiment and the danger
of Moslem fanaticism. By this error, which resulted from the ignorance of
the peculiar position of the leader of the Islamic world, Britain had applied
to the Sultan the pressure of Ottoman public opinion to which he was
sensitive, and had made him vulnerable to the pressure of Islamic opinion
everywhere. The British intrusion into Egypt in 1882 undoubtedly dealt a
heavy blow to the Sultan’s prestige at a time when there was hope that the
Sultan and the Egyptian nationalists could come to an arrangement over the

30 Hansard, 3rd S.. vol. 272, “Egypt (Political Affairs) ,” 24 July 1882, pp. 1500-1501.
31 bid., pp. 1503-1504. Also cf. Evelyn Baring (Lord Cromer), Modern Egypt (London,
1908). vol. I, pp. 201-202. As Cromer observed, “there was much force in Lord Salisbury’s

criticism.”
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Dependence of Turkey. 32 To make things worse, the British destroyed the
Egyptian Army completely following their rebellion, and took over the
Egyptian Government so ostentatiously that the authority of the Khedive
over his Mussulman subjects was severely damaged. This created a situation
even more unfavourable for the British if they were to build an ascendency
based on indirect control. The natives’ hatred of the English could not but be
intensified by the physical assault on the Egyptian State. “Is that a process
which is likely to leave our name imprinted on their minds in association
with affection and respect?” he questioned.33 However, though Salisbury
saw that the British invasion of Egypt was extremely impolitic and could
scarcely be justified, he did not consider that an immediate withdrawal
should be the policy to pursue next.

Salisbury’s imperial thinking on power and responsibility was clearest
when he remarked on the question of a British occupation of Egypt. Having
condemned British military operations in Egypt, he vigorously called the
Government’s attention to the problem of justifying the British presence in
Egypt. Defining Britain’s Egyptian policy rather as “govern and restore”
than as “rescue and retire,” 3¢ he argued that the British were obliged to
govern Egypt as long as they occupied it. “We have no right, having done
what we have done, to leave Egypt until we have endowed it a [good]
government which . . . is likely to supply the place of that which in our
wantonness we have destroyed,” Salisbury said in a speech in 1884.35
Peculiar obligations with regard to Egypt, he claimed, had been imposed
upon Britain, not by treaty, but by her own act — an act of destruction which
he asserted revealed a great deal about her statesmanship. Salisbury,
certainly, was availing himself of Britain’s moral responsibility for Egyptian
recovery to justify a prolonged stay in that country. Yet early retirement,
which he labelled as “a revolting policy,” 3 was to him not only politically
unwise but morally inadvisable. Speaking to M. Waddington, the French

32 E. D. Steele, “Britain and Egypt, 1882-1914: the Containment of Islamic Nationalism.” in
K. M. Wilson, op. cit., p. 6.

33 Hansard, 3rd S., vol. 284, “Egypt (Event in the Sudan) ,” 12 February 1884, p. 577.

34 The Times, 17 April 1884, a speech at the Manchester Trade Hall, p. 6¢.

35 The Times, 5 June1884, a speech at the Plymouth Guildhall, p. 6d.

36 The Times, 26 Feb. 1885, a letter read to a meeting at Manchester, p. 10f.
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Ambassador to London, on the question of evacuation a fortnight after he
took charge of British foreign policy again in 1885, Salisbury said: *‘I was no
partisan of the policy that had brought about our present position in [Egypt],
but . . . we must take facts as we find them.” 37 He denounced the idea of
setting a fixed date for British evacuation, contending that fixing a date for
leaving Egypt would destroy the British power of restoring order and
prosperity in the country, for it would make Englishmen powerless for all
purposes of Egyptian government and reforms already introduced.38 This
was an argument more popular with the British electorate than that of ending
the occupation. In Salisbury’s view, indeed, the prospect of prosperity under
native rule rested with the success of reforms supervised by the British.
Without question Salisbury held that a British stay in Egypt should be
limited in duration, as many others did, but what distinguished him was that
he took the limit to be a limit of work rather than of time. The time needed
for the perfection of the work which Britain had to do in Egypt was,
however, somewhat indefinite. With a self-sustaining Egypt in view, he said
in 1886: “We feel that the prosperity and the independence of Egypt apart
from the influence of any other external Power is a vital matter for the policy
of this country. . . . It is the eternal Eastern question that is on us again.” 3
With this in mind he rebuffed the strengthening call for British evacuation in
the late 1880s, when the situation in Egypt had been materially improved.40
The prosperous state of Egypt served, he insisted, not as a ground for British

37 PRO, F.O. 407/66/no. 7, Salisbury to Lyons, 8 July 1885.

38 HHL, 3M, A/44/2, Salisbury to Paget, 18 August 1885; also cf. A/44/12, Salisbury to
Malet, 18 August 1885.

39 The Times, 10 Nov. 1886, a speech at the London Guildhall, p. 7b.

40 [n his speech at the London Guildhall in 1889, Salisbury said: “There are people who
suggest to us that the time has come when with safety to our own honourable pledges we
can evacuate Egypt. . .. We cannot say that that time has yet arrived. It may arrive quicker
or later. . . . Our policy remained unaltered still — we shall pursue our task until the end.”
See The Times, 11 Nov. 1889. p. 10d. In another speech in 1890 he said: “There are those
who say that Egypt is so flourishing that it cannot possibly require our carc any longer.
They seem to me very like people who should find beautiful flowers in their garden, and
should therefore say it was not necessary to keep the gardener any longer.” See The Times,
7 Aug. 1890, p. 6b. Similar remarks can also be found in his letter to Lytton of 21 June
1890. Cf. PRO, F.O. 407/96/no. 106.
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evacuation, but the proof of the necessity for Britain’s continued presence:
until then he still felt convinced that anarchy might easily revive in Egypt in
the absence of British troops.4! Anyway, Salisbury assuredly believed that,
before the complete discharge of Britain’s duty, namely, before the
arrangements and regulations for Egyptian affairs had been soundly made,
any talk of withdrawal would impair the belief among the natives in
Britain’s power and reputation; and if implemented, it would cast a stain on
the avowed character and the position of Britain in the Nile Valley and the
world generally for years to come.

Yet Salisbury was convinced that British occupation of Egypt was not a
prerequisite for British superiority in the country: in his belief the object
could also, and would much better be attained by diplomatic means of
preserving Egypt from a multiple control or the superior influence of any
other Power. The occupation of Egypt was a burden on Britain, considcrable
even in time of peace, and likely to be more onerous in the contingency of
war. Worse than that, it constituted a potential danger for the British. The
presence of British troops in Egypt was, as he said, “a trial to the feelings of
many Mussulmans and perhaps of some Christians,” 42 even though British
domination was, he believed, beneficial to the inhabitants of the country. He
referred in his speeches to the analogy of the Princely States in India: he had
never been tempted by the idea of annexing Egypt, or changing Egypt into a
second India.** Nor did he desire a permanent occupation, which concerned
the French Government constantly. Yet he saw no other way to maintain
British position of superiority in Egypt than to continue to occupy the
country once the Sultan failed to ratify the Anglo-Turkish Convention of
1887, which would have regulated the procedure for withdrawal of the
British troops. Salisbury predicted an immensely intensified nationalist
feeling among the Egyptians when the British withdrew from the Nile
without reaching an agreement with the Sultan on the political future of

41 Cf. PRO, F.O. 364/6 (White Papers), Salisbury to Egerton, 21 June 1889.

42 The Times, 11 Aug. 1887, a speech at the Mansion House, p. 6c.

43 Czar Nicholas 11 did not seem to oppose the annexation of Egypt to the British Empire. See
BL, Balfour Papers, Add MSS 49690, an extract from a letter (from Balfour to Salisbury?)
dated 28 September 1896.
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Egypt, that would soon lead the Egyptians to seek some other protector
(most likely France) in their struggle with the Turkish powers. 44

Basically there was a difference in character between Salisbury’s
arguments for prolonged British occupation of Egypt in terms of the
Egyptians’ welfare, and those he used in the light of the country’s external
relations: the former based on a moral view, the latter on imperial
expediency. In view of the damage caused to Egypt by British military
action, he held that the sustained presence of the British in Egypt was a
responsibility essential to the revival of the country; it was no matter of self-
interest, but of common justice and common humanity. While in considera-
tion of the international struggle for influence in Egypt, he looked upon the
continuation of occupation as a simple measure for maintaining British
superiority in that country, which the French had made it an easy prize for
Britain to win by mistakenly abstaining from a joint operation in 1882. In
this way, the occupation of Egypt was indispensable to the promotion of
British imperial interests.

The pressure of English public opinion had made it hard to pursue a
policy in Egypt that took more account of Egyptian feelings. Salisbury
observed in 1885 that after all the efforts that had been made the British
public would be disinclined to support a measure leading to British
withdrawal from Egypt without a handsome reward, or to let France share
the gains Britain had made in the Egyptian war. 45 Two years later he found
no substantial change in this political atmosphere, except that the prevailing
current of English opinion was to slacken its interest in the Turkish question.
“Our position in Egypt is one that the public opinion here will not allow us
to abandon altogether,” Salisbury wrote in February 1887, describing
Britain’s status there as “a disastrous inheritance.” 4 He deplored that “the
national, or acquisitional feeling” of the British people had been roused after
the occupation of Egypt, and he could only take care not to whet their
appetite for imperial expansion or to injure British national interests and

44 PRO, F.0. 141/290/no. 42, Salisbury to Fane, 16 February 1892.

45 BL, Carnarvon Papers, Add MSS 60760, Salisbury to Carnarvon, 1 Feb. 1885; also cf.
PRO, F.0O. 407/66/mo. 7, Salisbury to Lyons, 8 July 1885.

46 HHL, 3M, A/64/3, Salisbury to Malet, 23 February 1887.
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pride when managing to come to an arrangement with the Sultan over the
Egyptian question. “I greatly dread that English chauvinists will insist on
more,” he told Wolff in 1887, 47 indicating that the greatest domestic
obstruction to a more conciliatory agreement with the Porte on Egyptian
affairs was neither from the Opposition, nor from the public, but from a few
jingoes in their own Party, who had become much more influential lately,
and who “on all questions between foreign countries and us or our colonies,
{took] the most extravagant view as a matter of course.” 48 Apart from
internal pressure, in Egypt there were many British investors, traders,
residents and administrators in the employment of the Egyptian authorities
looking to the British Government for protection. It was under these
circumstances that Salisbury despatched the Wolff missions to Constantino-
ple to seek out the methods which would safeguard British interests in Egypt
on the one hand, and soothe the mortified Mussuiman minds on the other,
methods that in truth would enable the British troops to make their retreat
honourably. It seems clear enough that Salisbury was concerned to maintain
influence over Egypt, rather than a military presence in the country, and that
this was always his preferred policy.

2. Salisbury, Islamic Sentiment, and British Domination
over Egypt '

1. Anglo-Turkish Relations and British Position in Egypt: The Wolff
Missions, 1885-1887

There had always been a gap in opinion between Salisbury and his
colleagues about the Egyptian occupation as a whole; what was distinctive
about him is that a care for the interests and welfare of the Egyptian people
was as strong in Salisbury as his care for British ideas and his awareness of
British opinions. Thus he was really sincere in trying to find a way out for
British troops in Egypt which would meet Islamic sentiment on the one hand
and guarantee Britain a preponderant position in the country on the other. In

47 1bid., A/51/149, Salisbury to Woltf, 23 February 1887.
48 Jbid., A/51/170, Salisbury to Wolff, 4 May 1887.
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the first Anglo-Turkish Convention of 1885, following Sir H. D. Wolff’s
mission, the Sultan, as suzerain of Egypt, agreed to legitimize the British
presence in that country as temporary but indefinite. The two governments
were to determine the timing of Britain’s withdrawal when they considered
the Egyptian administration to be in good order and the frontier with the
Sudan secured against the Mahdi and his adherents. The Second Anglo-
Turkish Convention of 1887, again negotiated by Wolff, provided for a
British withdrawal in three years, with a right of re-entry in the event of
internal disturbances. To induce the Sultan to assent to it, Salisbury sent to
Wolff two alternative formulas for a note aimed at saving the Sultan’s
sovereignty over Egypt, to be suggested at the time of its ratification.4®
However, the intervention of France prevented validation of this second
treaty.

That result was a deep disappointment to Salisbury. It has been pointed
out that Salisbury had failed in resolving the Egyptian question by sending
the Wolff missions because, having overlooked the antagonism of Egyptian
nationalists towards the Turkish authorities, he looked for the ultimate
resolution of the question to an understanding between Britain and the
Porte.50 If this was the case, as it seems reasonable to suppose, one might
deduce that Salisbury had failed because he paid too much attention to the
Porte — the nominal origin of power over Egypt — instead of the Khedive
or the European Powers concerned directly with the settlement of the
Egyptian issues. Yet the Sultan’s spiritual authority weighed much with the
Egyptian people. Therefore, for all his dislike for the Turks, Salisbury was
mindful of the significance of cultivating their good will. Undoubtedly he
regarded the agreement with the Sultan as an approach to the Egyptian
question more effective and more fundamental than any other mode of
dealing with the question. The Sultan’s cooperation was in Salisbury’s view

49 For the contents of the formulas, see HHL, 3M, A/51/115, Salisbury to Wolff, 22 June
1887.

50 See H. Temperley and L.M. Penson, Foundations of British Foreign Policy, from Pitt to
Salisbury (Cambridge, 1938), p. 452. Also cf. PRO, F.O. 78/3746/no. 238, Salisbury to
White, 30 June 1885. For the Liberals’ views on the Anglo-Turkish convention on Egypt,
cf. T. B. Miller, “The Egyptian Question and British Foreign Policy, 1892-18%94,” Journal
of Modern History, XXXII, no. 1. 1960, p. 15.
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essential to the success of re-establishing order in Egypt under British
control, because it would exercise a marked influence upon the minds of the
Moslem inhabitants of the country, and would materially diminish their fear
of being subjected to an alien rule.5! Hence the great importance of carrying
out British policy in Egypt under the name of the Sultan. On a question of
prestige Salisbury was willing to assist the Sultan in the recovery of his
standing which had been impaired by British proceedings in Egypt. On the
other hand, while recognizing the position of Britain in respect to Egypt and
the British claim to a preferential influence there, the Sultan was sensitive to
the British attitude towards his authority over that part of his Empire. This
made an agreement between Britain and the Porte appear promising at first.

After the English occupation, the aim of neutralizing Egypt in the
Gladstone Government’s efforts to reach an agreement with the Porte over
the Egyptian question was in the Sultan’s eyes another offence against
Turkish authority over that country.52 Once the object of Salisbury’s
Egyptian policy in the late 1870s, “neutralization” now became in his eyes a
“pretty word — no real meaning,” 53 since the international conditions in the
country had greatly been altered by British occupation. In a letter to Sir
Henry D. Wolff in August 1885 Salisbury said: “The general object of your
mission will be, in the first instance, to secure for this country the amount of
influence which is necessary for its own imperial interests, and, subject to
that condition, to provide a strong and efficient Egyptian Government,
as free as possible from foreign interference.” 54 The end of the Wolff
missions, in their moral sense, was to justify, in terms of legality as well as
tangible interests, the British position in Egypt since the occupation took
place in 1882, and, thereupon, to lessen the enmity of the Porte and the
Egyptians by eliminating their suspicion that Britain harboured a thought of
establishing English jurisdiction over that country.

Salisbury saw little hope of Anglo-Turkish relations being improved
before the British troops withdrew from the Nile. “As long as we are in

51 PRO, Cab. 37/16/no. 48, Salisbury to Wolff, 7 Aug. 1885.

52 E. D. Steele, “Britain and Egypt, 1882-1914: the Containment of Islamic Nationalism,” in
K. M. Wilson ed., Imperialism and Nationalism in the Middle East (London, 1983), p. 6.

53 HHL, 3M, A/41/11, Salisbury to Wolff, 9 Sep. 1885.

54 PRO. Cab. 37/16/no. 48, Salisbury to Wolff, 7 Aug. 1885,
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Egypt [the Sultan] hates us more than any other power,” he wrote to Sir
Evelyn Baring (later Lord Cromer), British consul-general at Cairo, 55 who
was persistently against the idea of evacuation. Salisbury did not underrate
the effect of Turkish antipathy to the English caused by their occupation of
Egypt upon British influence at Constantinople. Evacuation was the aim of
Salisbury’s policy in Egypt, but early evacuation, or in his words “relief
from our hated presence,” was, he said, the only price Britain should have to
offer for a privileged position in Egypt. 5¢ Besides the independent right of
the re-entry of British forces along with a similar number of Turkish troops
in case of Egyptian internal unrest, retaining an adequate number of English
commanders in the Egyptian army was another condition upon which
Salisbury would consent to evacuation. However, he warned that because of
the racial and religious differences between British officers and the native
military, such a provision was no guarantee against the occurrence of an
Egyptian mutiny. Salisbury reckoned that any disturbing force in Egypt
strong enough to endanger the Khedive’s government would also jeopardize
the influence which British officers might have established over native
troops. 57 In addition to the above terms, Salisbury, with a domination based
on the command of Egyptian resources in view, at one time included in his
demands a predominance for the British in the control of the railways. By
the Anglo-Turkish Convention of 1887 Britain engaged to withdraw her
troops, first, to Alexandria, and secondly, to withdraw British forces
altogether from the Egyptian soil. Salisbury considered the preliminary stage
of the evacuation scheme to be a vital step which would give a different
complexion to the British occupation in the eyes of the Egyptians and the
Sultan. Quartered at Alexandria, the British troops would be within call in
the event of need, and from there they could oversee the development of
political affairs in Egypt without ostensible interference in or direct pressure
on the Cairo government. They could thereby cease to stand as a bold
challenge to Islam and to the authority of the Khedive. Salisbury acknowl-

55 PRO, F.O. 78/4454, Salisbury to Baring, 18 April 1892.

56 HHL, 3M, A/44/33, Salisbury to Wolff, 18 August 1885; ibid., A/41/10, same to same, 8§
Sep. 188S.

57 PRO, F.O. 407/79/no. 11, Salisbury to Woltf, 15 Jan. 1887.
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edged that this measure, instrumental in relieving the British of a bad
reputation in the native mind, would be only “a question of shadows”
involving no change in the substance of British power in Egypt. “But
shadows go for a good deal in this matter both at Paris and at Constantino-
ple,” he observed. 58 And he hoped, unrealistically indeed, that by moving
her troops to Cyprus or Malta, Britain could “watch over Egypt . . . without
offending the Mussulman population by floating the infidel flag among
them.” 59 However, the Convention failed to obtain the Sultan’s ratification
owing to French threats. Salisbury’s worry over the far-reaching effects of
French action at Constantinople was not less than his regret at the fate of the
Anglo-Turkish negotiations. “Any attempt on the part of France to interfere
with the English position in Egypt would be the reverse of a cheap appeal to
chauvinist sympathizers,” he cautioned, 60

The employment of Turkish troops in Egypt was to be a token of a due
recognition by Britain of the Sultan’s rights in the country, which the
Turkish authorities were anxious to ask of Britain, and Salisbury was
disposed to present. The Porte hoped that the Turkish army, or an army
raised with the consent of the Sultan, might be used in place of the Egyptian
army that had been destroyed, both to maintain the Egyptian power in the
Sudan and to uphold the Khedive’s authority in Egypt proper.6! In
Salisbury’s view, the presence of small bodies of Turkish troops in Egypt
would not really interfere with British power, but it would have the effect of
“regularizing” the British position in the country, and making it easier for
Britain to hold her own ground. He said: “Turks, brigaded in Egyptian
regiments, might be very useful indeed;” “Until we have the Turkish soldiers
in Egypt, (there need not many of them) Europe will be perpetually
worrying for a date of evacuation.” 62 Given this consideration, as well as

58 HHL, 3M, A/76/123, Salisbury to White, 19 November 1891; PRO, F.O. 364/6 (White
Papers), Salisbury to Egerton, 24 June 1889.

59 HHL, 3M, A/55/1, Salisbury to Baring, 21 January 1887. Also cf. E. D. Steele, art. cit.,
p. 11.

60 PRO, F.O. 364/6, Salisbury to Egerton, 5 June 1889.

61 PRO, F.O. 78/3746/m0. 238, Salisbury to White, 30 June 1885.

62 HHL, 3M, D/76-86/146, Salisbury to White, 1 July 1885; and ibid., A/44/12, Salisbury to
Malet, 18 Aug. 1885.
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for reasons of convenience, he intended to procure the Sultan’s consent to
garrisoning Turkish detachments at Alexandria and Cairo for as long as the
British troops occupied the country. In fact, the provision that the Turks
should not remain after the British troops left Egypt was in Salisbury’s
opinion not essential, provided some precautions against Turkish control of
Egypt were taken with regard to their stay. And on condition that Turkish
troops would be quartered within the reach of the control of British forces,
Salisbury was willing to meet the Sultan’s wish that, with an eye to the
maintenance of his prestige, his troops in Egypt should be kept apart from
the British. Salisbury observed that “the preservation of order in a
Mohammedan country was much better conducted by Mohammedan than by
Christian troops,”®3 disputing French objections to the presence of Turkish
troops in Egypt proper. And the missions of Sir H. D. Wolff, as far as they
regarded the external relations of Egypt, were directed mainly at obtaining
from the Porte the approval and military assistance of Turkey in defending
and organizing the northern districts of the Sudan adjoining Egypt, where
Egyptian troops had been withdrawn. Salisbury believed the idea of
stationing a Turkish regiment at Suakin, on the Red Sea, either under
English officers, or within controlling distance of a British force, was easier
to realize, because such a measure would contribute much to uphold the
Sultan’s prestige, political or religious, but he was concerned about the more
complicated question of sovereignty it involved. “This would only be a
tentative enquiry, as we are not quite certain of our legal power,” Salisbury
told Sir W. White, ¢4 the British Ambassador to Constantinople.

Although the Wolff Missions failed to effect their direct object, Britain,
as Lord Cromer said, had fortified her “position as against both Mcoham-
medan and European critics.” 65 Through negotiation Salisbury had won
from the Sultan in the 1885 Anglo-Turkish Convention what the Liberal
Government failed to obtain — reserved but adequate recognition of the
British position in Egypt from 1882, an accomplishment that, in Salisbury’s

63 PRO, F.O. 407/66/no. 56, Salisbury to Walsham, 29 July 1885.

64 HHL, 3M, A/44/28, Salisbury to White, 11 July 1885.

65 Evelyn Baring, Modern Egypt, vol. 11, pp. 380-381. Also cf. Salisbury to the Queen, 10 Feb.
1887, in G. E. Buckle, op. cit., 3rd S., vol. I, p. 273.
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words, “[had changed] the Egyptian question from an international one into
an Anglo-Turkish one.” ¢ The two overtures from the Porte made in 1891
and 1896 proposing the reopening of negotiations with regard to Egypt on
the basis similar to that underlying the previous convention were evidence of
the Sultan’s acquiescence in Britain’s special status in Egypt; and
Salisbury’s rejection of them testified to the consolidated position of British
preponderance on the Nile. It is noteworthy that although his thought of
partitioning the Ottoman Empire revived in the mid-1890s, Salisbury was
still opposed to annexing Egypt as Britain’s allotment: the idea of indirect
imperialism persisted throughout his life. The failure of the Wolff Missions
only made him determined to clear Egypt of Turkish influence. He said in
1897: “Egypt is argumentatively a tough nut to crack. . . . It is part of the
great problem of modern diplomacy — how to exclude the Turk from any
kind of power in [the] provinces of the Turkish Empire, while strenuously
maintaining its independence and integrity.” 6 Now that the Sultan had
failed in his desire for the withdrawal of British troops from Egypt,
Salisbury recognized a heavier responsibility for the British in quickening
the eventual termination of occupation, while asserting to an even greater
extent Britain’s prerogatives to make policies for Egypt, which he believed
would in return help the Egyptians “to create the conditions for a British
retirement.” 68 With the safety of the route to India causing him less anxiety
as British occupation of Egypt appeared indefinite after the failure of the
Wolff missions, Salisbury, with sufficient recognition of British position in
Egypt from the Sultan, turned to the Egyptian people for the justification of
a British presence. And so, declining the Porte’s proposal for re-negoliation
over Egypt in 1896, Salisbury said: “With regard to the basis of negotiation
which [the Turkish Ambassador] had suggested, and which seemed to imply
that our chief interest in Egypt consisted in the preservation of the through
route to India, 1 said that no proposals could be entertained by H. M.

66 Ibid., A/44/36, Salisbury to Wolff, 6 Nov. 1885,

67 Salisbury to Sanderson, 23 April 1897. Quoted in Arthur Marsden, British Diplomacy and
Tunis, 1875-1902 (Edinburgh, 1971), p. 252.

68 E. D. Steele, art. cit., p. 12.
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Government which did not provide adequate security for the good
government of the Egyptian people.” 69

II. Egyptian Nationalisin and British Domination on the Nile

As far as British policy in Egypt was concerned, Salisbury, as has been
mentioned above, was inclined to preserve the political connection, however
nominal, between Egypt and the Ottoman Government, and therefore had
little sympathy with those advocating the independence of Egypt. And he
even objected to asking the Khedive to cease using the Egyptian tribute as a
financial security, in case the Ottoman Empire was to disappear. 70 He held
that this policy would gratify the Sultan and convert him to the English
cause without sacrificing the Egyptians’ aspiration for practical independ-
ence, as he believed that what the Sultan really wished for in Egypt was not
the power to govern the country again, but a conspicuous recognition of the
supremacy of Islam there and his title as the sovereign of Egypt and as the
Commander of the Faithful.”! In view of the reigning Sultan’s dream of a
pan-Islamic renovation which should profoundly inspire the Egyptians’
fidelity to him, Salisbury thought that by convincing him of the existence of
the intensifying, though gradually, self-assertion of the Egyptian people at
the expense of Turkish rights, Britain could create “a very different feeling
in his mind” towards her domination in Egypt. He asserted that, when the
British hold on Egypt relaxed, and of course, after evacuation it would
become practically powerless, matters were bound to arise which would
make the Egyptians fret under the Sultan’s suzerainty.’? Salisbury, to be
sure, was not slow at all to find this subtle power, but he was fairly
scrupulous about using it. In a letter to Sir A. H. Layard, the British
ambassador to Constantinople, in July 1879 he wrote: “As to Egypt, |
suppose with the help of France we are strong enough to exact anything we

69 PRO, F.0. 407/136, Salisbury to Currie, 18 Feb. 1896.

70 HHL, 3M, D/21-28/119, Salisbury to Goschen, 5 Oct. 1890.

71 HHL, 3M, A/76/123, Salisbury to White, 9 November 1891; ibid., A/44/28, Salisbury to
White, 11 July 1885.

72 bid., A/76/124, Salisbury to Ford, 1 March 1892; and ibid., D/21-28/1, same to same, 2
March 1892.
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require. The threat that if we are thwarted we shall assist Egypt to shake free
of the suzerainty of the Porte is too grave a threat to be used on slight
occasions: but in the long run | suppose it would be successful.” 73 In the
tension and conflict between Ottoman authority and Egyptian nationalism
Salisbury did see broad scope for English diplomacy: by making use of the
connecting and mediating influence of the British occupation, both Turkish
and Egyptian views of British imperialism on the Nile could be tampered
with. And he understood that the effect of this strategy could be even more
powerful if carried out in collaboration with France, an old advocate of the
independence of Egypt.

Salisbury was more perceptive of the potentiality of Egyptian national-
ism and more considerate of the susceptibilities of the natives than
Gladstone, Baring and a great many English politicians of the last century.
He rejected the appeals from several religious bodies to give official
countenance to the project of establishing a bishopric for Egypt and the
Sudan, and to missionary enterprise in the latter. Salisbury’s Indian
experience led him to adopt a watchful yet accommodating attitude towards
the Egyptians. He indeed hoped to give autonomy to the Egyptian people;
and he was not in favour of the Turks ruling Egypt, as he believed that they
were even worse than the bondholders of the Powers, and that Turkish
employees, like Europeans, were a provocation to native officialdom.
Salisbury commented in 1892 that due to the Sultan’s own policy and, more
essentially and more naturally, due to the growing “feeling or fancy of
nationality, which [was] the fashion or moral epidemic of the day” raging
through the countries in the neighbourhood of Egypt, the influential classes
in Egypt were becoming intolerant of Turkish interference. “If Egypt goes
on improving as rapidly as she is . . . now, the time will come when she will
insist on being free from Turkey, or England, or anybody else,” he
affirmed.” This was exactly what he thought the healthy, “natural and most

73 Ibid., A/33/18, Salisbury to Layard, 10 July 1879.

74 Ibid., A/76/124, Salisbury to Ford, 1 Mar. 1892. Also cf. PRO, F.O. 407/13%no. 67,
Salisbury to Monson, 10 Dec. 1896. Salisbury certainly would not help to boost Egypt’s
prosperity at the expense of British taxpayers. See A. N. Porter, “Lord Salisbury, Foreign
Policy and Domestic Finance, 1860-1900,” in Blake and Cecil, op. cit., p. 172,
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advantageous mode of arriving at the period of evacuation” for the British.”
Though, not surprisingly, he did not see his way to encourage the self-
realization of the Egyptians’ national consciousness, Salisbury denounced
any idea of deliberately retarding that tendency. “Great Britain could not, if
she would, retain the dominion of Egypt, whenever Egypt was fit to stand
alone,” he said in 1896. 76 Obviously, he always felt ambivalent towards the
development of Egyptian nationalism. However, the maturity of what he
deemed a natural and genuine nationalism in Egypt was still too far ahead to
convince him of the necessity of modifying British policy in the country
presently.

As in India, Salisbury advocated native rule in Egypt subject, of course,
to certain limitations safeguarding British dominance. He, for instance,
maintained that as Egypt was actually dependent on the British powers,
English employees were answerable and indispensable for seeing good
government fulfilled in the country, though their duties should be confined
to inspection, to the exclusion of any executive functions. “If you make up
your mind to have Egypt administered by Egyptian employees, you must . . .
have it administered by Egyptian ideas. You must not complain if, from the
point of view of humanity, or . . . liberty, your European ideas are thwarted
and affronted . . . by the course which is taken by the purely Egyptian
Administration,” Salisbury remarked, indicating the difficulty in totally
abandoning the measure of appointing Europeans for the purpose of
promoting native government.”” He held that the natives could not be
governed according to their own ideas entirely. Assuredly Salisbury was
disposed to reduce the English staff and the number of foreign agents in
Egyptian administration as far as possible in favour of native feeling and
also on the score of Egyptian finance. He told G. J. Goschen, his Cabinet
colleague, in 1888: “There is . . . a little difficulty in setting the Egyptian
Government on its legs again by the aid of European employees, when the

75 PRO, F.0. 141/275/no. 125, Salisbury to White, 29 April 1890; and F.O. 407/101/no. 19,
Salisbury to Rustem Pasha, 8 Aug. 1890.

76 PRO, F.Q. 407/137/mo. 243, Salisbury to Dufferin, 11 June 1896. For further discussion, see
R. E. Robinson and John Gallagher, op. cit., p. 254.

77 Hansard, 3rd S., vol. 294, “Egypt — Employment of English officials,” 5 Dec. 1884, p.
840.
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best of our officers start from the principle that they will not, even
nominally, obey anyone of a different colour.” 78 In view of the prejudice
between the two races, Salisbury had never thought it safe to count upon the
cooperation of native officials either in the duties of government or the
promotion of Egyptian economy. The Egyptian Government, he once
publicly observed, was a “luckless puppet” of the British.7 Yet supporting a
Khedive who was not intolerably disloyal to British guidance was a basic
policy essential to Salisbury’s doctrine of indirect control applied to the case
of Egypt. This policy was especially needed in the first years of the British
occupation when Moslem feeling was hostile to the Khedive and his army
had been dispersed. And during the Anglo-Turkish negotiations on the
Egyptian question Salisbury was extremely careful not to take any action
which might make the Khedive feel concern over British determination to
support him. It was clear that the two ends in Salisbury’s Egyptian policy —
enforcing British wishes and fostering a self-reliant Egypt — were not
always compatible. But generally speaking, Salisbury thought that British
administration of the Egyptian people was a success.

Throughout his career Salisbury stuck to his objection to the proposition
of setting up a British protectorate over Egypt. He fully acknowledged the
fact that “an attempt on the part of a Christian Power to assume the
government over a purely Mussulman population would be very arduous,
and that . . . Mussulmans were better under the dominion of a Mussulman
Government.” 8 In 1898 Salisbury wrote that the reconciliation of the
Egyptian nationality to a government that in both its principle and methods
had to be essentially western was a tough task which would tax the resources
of Englishmen for a generation or two.8! He described as an extreme self-
delusion the Liberal Government’s sense of achievement that they had after
the military occupation had brought “constitutionalism” into Egypt.82
“There is a growing impression that the influence of England has been
injured, and the cause of true progress in Egypt has been arrested, by the

78 HHL, 3M, D/21-28/60, Salisbury to Goschen, 4 March 1888.

79 The Times, 6 May 1885, a speech at Hackney, p. 10c.

80 PRO, F.0. 78/3746/n0. 238, Salisbury to White, 30 June 1885.

81 HHL, 3M, A/113/82, Salisbury to Kitchener, 21 Nov. 1898,

82 The Times, 17 Apr. 1884, a speech at the Free Trade Hall, Manchester, p. 6d.
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precipitancy with which an Oriental population has been compelled to accept
reforms conceived in the spirit of Western civilization,” Salisbury observed
in the mid-1880s.83 Any attempt at weakening Moslem tradition and native
administration under the Khedive, he argued, meant discouraging the
emergence of native statesmen, which would disable the Egyptians from
becoming independent of Western Powers and getting rid of external
interference, and would, therefore, postpone the time when Britain could
terminate her responsibility for the restoration of Egyptian self-rule. For
whatever English opinion felt, and it was increasingly opposed to British
withdrawal from Egypt, Salisbury wanted to end an occupation which was
inconsistent with his ideas of what was right or prudent.

IIL The Sudan Question

The conquest of the Sudan had been the wish of the Egyptians through-
out the nineteenth century. Salisbury’s forward policy in the Sudan, like his
Afghan policy, could not be interpreted as jingoism. It was entirely based
upon practical considerations. Had Britain not kept her footing in the Sudan,
the French would no doubt have taken the territory themselves, constituting
a menace to British imperial schemes in Africa. The destruction of the
Khalifa’s power in the Sudan was absolutely necessary to the good order of
Egypt. Yet, while Baring urged the importance of extending British
domination to the Red Sea, Salisbury was not desirous of conquering the
Eastern Sudan, considering that it was not essential to the safety of Egypt.
Furthermore, the hopes of extinguishing the slave trade which supplied
Egypt, Asia Minor, Arabia and Persia depended upon the military operations
in the Upper Nile. And, more importantly, the Sudan expeditions, once
started, became a question involving not only the consistency of British
policy but British prestige in Oriental world, a question that became even
more crucial after the death of General Charles Gordon, a popular hero in
Britain, on his Sudan mission in January 1885. In short, to strengthen the
British hold on the Egyptian mind, it was necessary to make an advance
upon the Sudan. The revolt led by the Mahdi, Mohammed Ahmed, had
assumed the appearance of a holy war against the Egyptian authorities and

83 PRO, Cab. 37/16/no. 48, Salisbury to Wolff, 7 Aug. 1885.
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western influence in the Nile basin. Salisbury felt that if the insurgent
Moslems reached into Egypt, it would not be so much by their military force
as by the moral power of their example that they could threaten the
established order of things in Egypt and the interests of all the European
Powers, and notably of Britain. 8¢ Gladstone sent and withdrew a British
expedition to the Sudan to placate British feeling, but Salisbury was mindful
of Egyptian feeling as well. “The one thing on which [the] Egyptians are
intractable is the cession of territory: as we found when Lord Granville gave
up the Sudan,” Salisbury told Wolff in 1887. 85

Salisbury paid much more attention than Gladstone did to the impact of
British proceedings in the Sudan upon the Moslems outside the Nile Valley.
He stressed that to all the world, particularly to the Moslem communities in
the Turkish Empire and India, the defeats of Egyptian troops by the barbaric
and poorly-armed Sudanese were British defeats. It was a severe blow to
British prestige. “How much this will conduce to your power in the
settlement of the Eastern question when it again arises . . . [and] to the
stability or ease of our rule in India ?” Salisbury asked, in a Parliamentary
speech, to raise awareness of the importance of the Sudan to British hold on
Mussulman minds. 8 From the standpoint of Turkey, Britain had no right to
alienate the Sudan from Egypt, because it was an integral part of the
Ottoman Empire. Salisbury looked upon the possible abandonment of
Suakin to the Sudanese as an improvident act that would be considerably
detrimental to British position in Egypt, when both the Sultan and the
Khedive were decidedly opposed to such a move. And Salisbury held that
recovering the territory that had been lost to Egypt during Gladstone’s
ministry was a necessary step for redressing Britain’s erroneous policy in
Egypt. From this idea arose the expedition to Dongola a decade after
Gordon’s death.

84 Hansard, 3rd S., vol. 294, “Egypt and the Sudan,” 26 February 1885, p. 1324. For academic
discussion of Salisbury’s wider African policy, see G. N. Sanderson, England, Eurvpe and
the Upper Nile, 1882-99: A Study in the Partition of Africa (Edinburgh, 1965); and R. E.
Robinson and John Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians: The Official Mind of Imperialism
(London, 1981).

85 HHL, 3M, A/51/170, Salisbury to Wolff. 4 May 1887.

86 Hansard, 3rd S., vol. 284, “Egypt — events in the Sudan,” 12 Feb. 1884, p. 576.
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Salisbury was in favour of a measure of cautious penetration for the
purpose of establishing British influence in the Sudan. He had hoped to put
an end to the need for large-scale British military expeditions to the Upper
Nile by substituting the construction and extension of Egyptian railways
southwards as the way of bringing the Sudan under Egyptian mastery.
“Egypt should expand southwards,” he wrote in 1885, “but it should take its
railway with it.” 87 He was of the opinion that the British should not attempt
to incorporate or subjugate any part of the Nile Valley that was inaccessible
for want of communication by rail or water with British base in Egypt. “As
far as any advice we can give the Egyptian Government goes,” Salisbury
said in 1888, when the time was not ripe for an advance into the Sudan, “we
discourage military expeditions into the {Sudan]. . . . Our one object is to
restore trade, as the sole means by which prosperity and peace can be
brought back to the country.” 88 As such, he maintained that the most
powerful dyke against the forces of Sudanese fanatical barbarism was a good
government overseen by the British in the Upper Nile, and that any British
advance upon the Sudan had to be “very gradual.” 89

Salisbury knew well the great moral advantages of making the advances
upon the Sudan appear more Egyptian than British, and more Moslem than
Christian. To diminish the Sultan’s hostility to and suspicion of British
expeditions to the Upper Nile, to win over the Egyptian people to the British
presence in their country, and, of course, for practical convenience,
Salisbury tried to convert the Porte and the Khedive’s government as parties,
if only titular, to the policy of reconquering the Sudan, and to involve as far
as possible Moslem troops in the operation. As has been said before, the
involvement of Turkish forces in the Sudan was one of the major aims of the
Wolff missions. Salisbury also used Indian troops, which, however, was
done with great care. In confining the action of the Indian troops employed
in the Dongola expedition to the borders of the Red Sea, Salisbury had
attempted to avoid any feeling of disquiet which their presence with the

87 HHL, 3M, A/44/9, Salisbury to Egerton, 14 Aug. 1885.

88 PRO, F.O. 1417254, part 2/p. 281, A Report in Morning Post — “Lord Salisbury and the
Pacification of Sudan.”

89 Hansard, 3rd S., vol. 294, “Egypt and the Sudan,” 26 February 1885, p. 1325; HHL, 3M,
A/44/9, Salisbury to Egerton, 14 Aug. 1885.
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Egyptian army might have caused in the minds of the Egyptians and the
Sultan as well as other Powers.? With the same motive he deferred to the
Khedive’s wish to station a regiment of fellaheen beside the Indian troops at
Suakin, although he thought such a force was of little assistance to the
defence of the stronghold. But first of all, Salisbury held that the preliminary
step to the Sudan expeditions was to provide the Egyptian Government with
some Moslem force for the guard of its southern frontier, wherever it might
be drawn, saying: “The knowledge that Egypt cannot be attacked, and can
attack, will do more than anything else to incline the Sudanese [to] settled
government.” 9! As to the control of the Sudanese territories reconquered,
Salisbury hoped that Egypt would supply some men capable of ruling the
Upper Sudan, where the direct rule of the Cairo Government could hardly be
restored, and he was prepared to set up a civil government in the Sudan
supported by military force.

As far as the question of sovereignty was concerned, Salisbury recog-
nized that the Sudan was a part of Egypt, and therefore, nominally at least,
belonged to the Turkish Government. In 1888 the project of handing over
Suakin to Turkey was seriously considered by his government on condition
that Turkey would promise not to encroach upon Egypt and to give
guarantees against the occupation of Suakin by another Power for the
freedom of trade and against any toleration of the Red Sea slave traffic.92 He
finally overruled Baring’s proposal for Turkish occupation of Suakin in the
light of those considerations, British public opinion and, not the least, the
mood of Egyptian nationalism. He told Baring: “It is as material that we
should look at the matter from an English [point of view] as that you should
look at it from an Egyptian point of view.” Unquestionably the English point
of view was more important to them both, “If,” Salisbury continued. “we
withdrew our own and the Egyptian troops from Suakin in favour of Turkey,
we should be assailed by . . . separate feelings. The Turcophobists are still
very strong; the military or jingo feeling, which simply desires to annex, and
objects to evacuating, in all cases; and the curious collection of fanatics who

90 PRO, F.O. 195/1911/no. 169, Salisbury to Herbert, 17 June 1896.
91 HHL, 3M, D/87/222, Salisbury to the Queen, 30 July 1885.
92 PRO, F.O. 407/75/no. 127, Salisbury to Baring, 23 Dec. 1888.
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believe that by some magic wave of diplomatic wand the Sudan can
be turned into a second India.” 93 Salisbury ruled out any step towards
establishing a protectorate in Suakin, believing that the step would only
increase the embarrassment of British position in Egypt.

The Porte claimed the reservation of its rights at Suakin when Britain
launched the Dongola expedition in 1896. But after British force recovered
the Sudan from the Dervishes in the late 1890s, Salisbury, irrespective of
Turkish representations, asserted that on the ground of the right of conquest
the British were entitled to take any action as appropriate in that territory. 94
However, he carefully avoided using any language which explicitly denied
the Sultan’s sovereign rights there, or would suggest that the Sudan had
become the exclusive territory of the British Empire: he just wanted the
region acknowledged as a British sphere of influence, though he avoided
words like those used in the Rosebery Government’s announcement of 16
August 1894 of British spheres of influence in the Nile Valley — “subject to
the rights of Turkey and Egypt.” 95 And he gave the credit for that military
accomplishment not only to the British force but, explicitly, to the Egyptian.
Definitely all this was meant not to provoke Egyptian and Turkish feeling. In
his memorandum of 7 July 1898 Salisbury wrote: “To declare [the Khalifa’s
dominions] to be conquered by Britain, and therefore to be a portion of the
Queen’s Empire, might be strictly agreeable to fact. But it would give great
offence: it would be bitterly resented by the Moslem power, with the
Khedive and the Sultan at its head: and it would involve responsibilities
which [the] British Government . . . would not willingly undertake.” He
concluded that joint sovereignty for Britain and Egypt was the best solution
for the present, saying: “Some more useful form of government would
probably be evolved out of it in due time. But it would be useful as a simple,
easily handled project for the government of the old Sudan provinces, till the
attitude of England and of Europe generally to Egypt had been more

93 HHL, 3M, A/55/37, Salisbury to Baring, 28 Dec. 1888.

94 For the details of Salisbury’s arguments, cf. F.O. 195/2040/no. 48, Salisbury to O’Conor,
22 Feb. 1899.

95 PRO, F.O. 141/317, Salisbury to Plunkett, 11 December 1896. Also cf. F.O. 78/5050/p.
149, Salisbury to Cromer, 2 Aug. 1898.
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accurately defined.” 9% The Anglo-Egyptian condominium of the Sudan was,
in a sense, Salisbury’s device for conciliating those who were strongly in
favour of an English protectorate over Egypt or the annexation of theSudan.
97 The facts that there was no precedent for such an arrangement, and that
Salisbury was not anxious to define precisely British political status in the
Sudan, revealed the temperate character of his imperial thinking. The
sentiment and rights of other peoples were to be respected as far as possible
without surrendering essential British interests.
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