
original content © Peter Claus and John Marriott 

 

Discussion Document

 

This is a brief extract from C. A. Bayly’s Imperial Meridian. The book is a study of the period 1780– 

1820, so it hardly qualifies as the sort of history of the world written by Toynbee. But it is a world 

history because it demonstrates the global nature of the crisis that beset these decades. Specifically, it 

focuses on the problems faced by Britain following loss of the American colonies, and the solution it 

found in the turn to India and the establishment of imperial rule there. But, he argues, these were 

revolutionary decades, and so the crisis experienced by Britain has to be placed in the context of global 

turmoil. The extract charts the extraordinarily wide ranging and unexpected course of events which 

followed the state’s attempt to solve the financial deficits of the East India Company, which simply 

could not be allowed to fail given its importance to the economy as a whole. It serves well to illustrate 

in action the global interconnections and linkages which world historians are determined to reveal. 

All the same, the interlocking effects of the imperial crisis did tie some parts of Britain’s overseas 

enterprise together in new ways. The lines for advance during the next round of international war and 

conflict were laid. In a global historical perspective, the development of the China trade after 1783 

was scarcely less important than the independence of the United States. Government needed to repair 

its battered finances by plugging gaps in excise revenue caused by smuggling and evasion. It also 

needed to bail the East India Company out, now that its growing United States market was forfeit to 

the New England merchants. The result was the 1784 Commutation Act which had momentous 

consequences throughout Asia. By reducing the duties on China teas from 120 per cent to 12.5 per 

cent, the British government strengthened its own tax base and bailed out the Company by stimulating 

a vast rise in tea imports. Increased tea imports to the UK and Ireland, in turn, gave a further boost to 

sugar sales (and incidentally to the slave trade). It also forced India to produce and sell much more 

raw cotton to China and laid the foundations for the opium trade. For the Chinese would not yet take 

significant quantities of British manufactured goods (as Macartney’s 1792 Embassy to Peking was 

dismally to show). 

Further consequences followed. Bombay grew rapidly and the possibility of war for trade with the 

Marathas who controlled the cotton-growing areas of Gujarat increased. It also became profitable for 

the first time to bring central Indian raw cotton down the Ganges to Calcutta for export to China. So a 

whole range of peasant producers and small towns between inland India and Bengal was galvanised 

into production and the economic foundations of British rule in central and upper India were laid. 

Finally, the need for an entrepôt on its China trade route encouraged the East India Company to bid 

for Penang on the Malay coast. This was to be the harbinger of Britain’s growing stake in the 

Indonesian Archipelago and the China coast. 
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The immense advantages offered by a global history are in this case illustrated by considering the long-

term, often unintended consequences of the events of 1783. 

A simple accounting of the destination of British exports and the origin of imports before and after 

the 1783 watershed will not illuminate these important developments in the history of empire and 

international capital. For the foundations of Penang was an event in the history of Chinese overseas 

enterprise as much as British. If there was continuity over the boundary of 1783, however, it was in 

the onward roll of international conflict. For the Eurasian wars to redivide the world’s resources 

intensified once again after 1793. Not only did plague, poor harvest and the abrupt redirection of 

trade routes intensify the conflicts between states, but the cumulative effect of the crisis on 

townsmen and peasants over much of Eurasia brought about a remarkable convergence of 

movements of resistance, millenarian revolt and liberation. The Gallic Great Fear spread across Eurasia 

and America to merge with the moral panic of Asians convinced that religion and identity was in 

danger. It was against this background – the background of the first true world crisis since the Mongol 

invasion – that the British discovered the ideological and political will for a more vigorous world 

empire. It was then that those creole elites – in Ireland, Canada, Caribbean or India – which, as late as 

1783 might have hoped for a future of profiteering outside the ambit of colonial governors and their 

taxation, moved more smartly into line. 

C. A. Bayly, Imperial Meridian. The British Empire and the World, 1780–1830 (1989), pp. 98–9. 

 


