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Imperialism has been defined as ‘the sustained effort to assimilate a
country or region to the political, economics, or cultural system of another
power’;1 in particular, the process can be seen in capitalism from the late
eighteenth century onwards. Throughout this period, empires have relied
on a variety of ideological constructions in order to justify, maintain, and
perpetuate themselves. The most notable of these has been the racial
theories that have been used to justify slavery, expropriation of land, and
social domination. Alongside this, ideologies of gender have also been
used for similar purposes; gender ideology has been intertwined with the
ideology of race and class to produce a complex sociocultural justification
for empire whose effects are still felt today. On another level, imperialism
can be shown to have material effects which were and are differentiated
by gender; once again, these gendered material effects have intertwined
with racial and class-based power structures. This essay will, therefore,
argue that imperialism is gendered on both a material and an ideological
level, while also being inseparable from the racial and class systems that
developed alongside gender. The focus will be on Britain and its empire,
particularly during the ‘long’ nineteenth century, with examples from
other empires and other periods as appropriate.

The nineteenth century saw significant changes in the structure of British
society. With the loss of much of Britain’s North American empire at the
end of the eighteenth century, its focus had shifted to the east and its dom-
ination of India expanded throughout the century. At the same time it led
the world in industrialization— a process entailing both technological ad-

1John Darwin, ‘Imperialism and the Victorians: The Dynamics of Territorial Expan-
sion’, English Historical Review, 112.447 (1997), 614–42 <https://doi.org/10.1093/ehr/cxii
.447.614>.
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vances and social reorganization. The urban population of England and
Wales grew from 34 percent of the total in 1801 to 78 percent in 1901.2 This
change necessarily involved not only new patterns of working but also new
modes of living, with new conceptions of public and private space and new
ideas about the ideal form of family life. These new conceptions were then
universalized, in the form of Britain’s (and more generally Europe’s) sup-
posed ‘civilizing mission’ around the world, which itself formed the justi-
fication for the material exploitation of the colonized regions. Secondarily,
these conceptions were then applied to the urban working class of Britain,
who were categorized as inferior or ‘savage’ as a result of their failure to
conform to middle-class ideals.

The intersection of race and gender ideologies can be seen in particular in
the first Indian War of Independence of 1857. Indian men were depicted,
in the popular imagination, as sexual predators, targeting British women;
the British response to the rebellion was an ‘intense and passionate desire
for vengeance’, in which every Indian male was implicated; entire male
populations of rebellious villageswere ordered to be executed.3 This fear of
non-whitemen as sexual predators can be seen in similar attitudes towards
African men, and coincided with the Victorian concern for ‘racial purity’.

However, the ‘sexual predator’ stereotype was not the only conception of
non-whitemasculinitywithin the British empire. Increasingly, the ideal of
masculinity was structured around the ability to provide for a family; this
was reflected in, amongst other things, the campaigns by workers’ move-
ments for not only a living wage but a family wage, i.e., a wage for a male
head of a householdwhichwould be sufficient to support his wife and chil-
dren and thus make it unnecessary for them to work.4 Conversely, there-
fore,menwho couldnotwork freely for a living andprovide for their family
were feminized, leading to the paradoxical conceptualization of non-white
men on the one hand as hyper-masculine sexual predators when they were
rebellious, and on the other as feminine when they were subservient.

The feminization of non-whitemenwas reflected in themasculinization of
non-white and working-class women. Wage labour was held to be morally
degrading to women and girls, who ‘become rough, foul-mouthed boys,

2C.M. Law, ‘The Growth of Urban Population in England andWales, 1801–1911’, Trans-
actions of the Institute of British Geographers, 41, 1967, 125–43 <https://doi.org/10.2307/62
1331>.

3Thomas R. Metcalf, The Aftermath of Revolt: India 1857–1870 (London: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1965), pp. 290–93.

4Karl Marx, Capital: Critique of Political Economy (London: Penguin, 1976), i, chap. 10.
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before Nature has taught them that they are women … they learn to treat
all feelings of decency and of shame with contempt’.5

Nations themselves were conceptualized as gendered entities. Newly-
colonized (or to-be-colonized) territories were envisaged as ‘virgin’, to be
‘penetrated’ by the imperial power and made fruitful. Conversely, when
the imperial nations themselves were gendered as female, it was often
as mothers — for example, as the ‘motherland’. Queen Victoria herself
was portrayed as the ‘Great Mother’ of the colonized people, framing the
imperial relationship as a domestic one in a way that was simultaneously
an overstatement of its benevolence and an infantilization of the imperial
subjects. Even in postcolonial theory, both the imperial power and the
imperial subject (‘the native’) were conceptualized by Fanon as male,
writing of ‘his’ desire for ‘the settler’s … wife’; women here are without
agency even for liberation from colonial domination, which must be
gained for them by men.6

Imperialism was further seen to be a task of spreading European ideals
(seen as inherently more desirable), including the ideal of bourgeois do-
mesticity. European conceptions of property, legality, and propriety were
among those expected to be adopted in the colonized regions, including the
Westernized form of marriage.7 This was accompanied in the metropole
by the portrayal of the imperial mission as one of domesticization, itself
seen as being a fundamental part of civilization. Adverts for Pear’s Soap
described ‘the virtues of cleanliness’ as a ‘first step towards lightening the
White Man’s Burden’.8

As described above, not only have the ideological constructs of empire re-
lied upon gender, but so too have the material effects of empire, both in
the metropole and the colonies. In the metropole in particular, this can
be seen in the examples given above of the growth of the bourgeois nuclear
family. As the position of women became ideologically enshrined as one of
subservience to men, limited to the private sphere of the home, women’s
access to material wealth, political influence, and education was increas-
ingly limited in relation to men.

This can be seen clearly in the matter of the franchise. While before the
seventeenth century the status of women as ‘citizens’ (that is, able to par-

5Children’s Employment Commission, Fifth Report, 1866; quoted in Marx, i, chap. 15.
6Quoted in Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colo-

nial Contest (London: Routledge, 1995).
7Wade Mansell, A Critical Introduction to Law (Routledge, June, 2015).
8McClintock.
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ticipate in public life) was ambiguous, it was possible for a woman who
held property in her own right (for example, a widow) to exercise her rights
as a property-owner and vote in elections. However, increasingly these am-
biguities were ‘clarified’, culminating in the Representation of the People
Act 1832, which standardized the franchise across all constituencies and
referred explicitly to ‘male persons’.9 Thus, womenwere systematically ex-
cluded from the governance of Britain and, by extension, its growing em-
pire. (Perhaps not by coincidence, the first woman elected to the House of
Commons, Constance Markiewicz, was elected to a seat in Dublin and, as
a member of Sinn Féin, one of those who abstained from participation at
Westminster in favour of forming an Irish assembly and declaring indepen-
dence from the British Empire.)

Perhaps more pervasively, the right of married women to own and inherit
property independent of their husbands was not established, in a limited
form, until 1870 (the Married Women’s Property Act), and more generally
in 1882 (by a subsequent act of the samename). This also established amar-
riedwoman’s separate legal identity, a prerequisite inmany cases for partic-
ipation in public life. This had been, in particular, an argument against the
enfranchisement of women, and thus its passage strengthened the suffrage
movement.10

Outside the metropole, electoral rights, and indeed the right to self-
government, were not evenly distributed. Those which were granted
rights to self-government earliest were the ‘white dominions’; that is,
those in which European colonists were dominant, beginning with the
Canadian colonies (at the time separate jurisdictions) in the 1840s and
most of the Australian colonies plus New Zealand in the 1850s. The South
African colonies (which had significant internal ethnic disputes, including
between British andDutch settlers) were granted self-government between
the 1870s and 1890s, along with the remainder of Australia. In India, lim-
ited elected representation in the mostly-nominated Legislative Council
came only in 1909 and was extended after 1919; however, the Governor-
General retained significant legislative power, including an unlimited
veto, and it was only with independence in 1947 that self-government
existed on a par with Canada or Australia.

9Patricia Crawford, ‘The Poorest She: Women and Citizenship in Early Modern Eng-
land’, in The Putney Debates of 1647: The Army, the Levellers and the English State, ed. by
Michael Mendle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 197–218 (pp. 197–
218).

10Mary Lyndon Shanley, Feminism, Marriage, and the Law in Victorian England (Prince-
ton University Press, 1993).
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It can be noted, however, that the enfranchisement of women began ear-
lier in the self-governing dominions than in the United Kingdom itself.
This began with New Zealand in 1893 and followed by South Australia in
1895, then all of Australia after the union in 1902. Irish women were given
the right to vote on the same terms as British women, in 1918, but upon
self-government in 1922 the new Irish government equalizedwomen’s fran-
chisewith that ofmen. A similar process can be seen in theRussian Empire,
where self-governing Finland granted women the right to vote in 1906, be-
fore independence in 1917. However, the disenfranchisement of the non-
white colonies by the metropole is reflected in the disenfranchisement of
indigenous men and women in the white dominions. Neither Canada nor
Australia permitted indigenous people to vote before the 1960s, and South
Africa not until the 1990s.

The effects of imperialism were therefore differentiated by both race and
gender (among other things). Thus, non-white women experienced the
effects of empire based upon both their race and their gender. Addition-
ally, these two dimensions interacted to produce another category of ef-
fects, thosewhich affected non-whitewomen but notwhitewomen or non-
white men.11 For instance, in South Africa pass laws (requiring black peo-
ple to carry identification documents) restricted black women in ways that
did not apply to black men, for example by limiting their employment in
‘white’ areas to domestic service. More subtly by mediating the relation-
ship between the state and the individual through the husband or father, in
a similar way to that which had previously also applied to white women.12

The system of empire is thus a web of intertwined relationships. As
explored in Imperial Leather, the basic relationship between the imperial
power and subject nations was influenced by numerous confounding
factors. The imperial powers themselves were in no case completely uni-
fied. Divisions between classes and genders in the metropole overlapped
with and were impacted by division between races. Working class people
were conceptualized as being of a somehow different race to those of the
ruling class, and conversely class conflict was assuaged by appealing to a
unity of race between the classes (and thus excluding black people from
the working class as well as the ruling class). Supposed white-european
superiority was in turn counted as a point in favour of extending the

11Kimberlé Crenshaw, ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Fem-
inist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics’,
The University of Chicago Legal Forum, 140, 1989, 139–67 <https://chicagounbound.uchic
ago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf>.

12McClintock.
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franchise to women, for example in the United States, where it was seen
as inappropriate that working-class black men might have rights that
exceeded those of middle-class white women. Thus the conclusion of this
essay is not a statement of the extent to which gender relates to imperial-
ism, but of the extent to which gender, race, and class are intertwined in
the operation of imperialist capitalism.
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