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Compelling Question: Were white women willing participants or collateral damage in 
imperialism? 
Examine all the documents below and consider the questions for each source. Then think about all the 
documents as a whole and consider the above question – were women willing participants of imperialism, 
or were they simply swept up in a male-driven campaign.  
 
Document A: Queen Victoria 
This is a short excerpt from one of Queen Victoria’s many journal entries in which she wrote about every 
aspect of her daily life and her reign as head of the world’s largest empire. In 1877, she was also granted 
the title of Empress of India, making her the imperial head of a country which Britain had slowly colonized 
over centuries both through trading alliances and through direct invasion and military defeat of 
independent Indian states. In this excerpt, the Queen writes of the defeat of a Sikh army in 1846. The Sikh 
empire was one of the last to submit to British rule. 
 
Wednesday 1st April 1846 
 
Another fine mild day. — we walked out after breakfast & Prayers. — I read a long & most 
interesting letter from Sir H. Hardinge dated Feb:18th, Camp at Ludhiana, confirming all the 
excellent news, & ending a day later, within 10 miles of Lahore. The Maharajah, a beautiful little 
boy, 8 years old, had been & was at the Camp, having made submission. The Kegs of Lahore 
were to be given up, — the Sikh army to be disbanded, — every gun that had been pointed 
against us, to be given up. & the territory between the rivers Sutlej & Beas, to be ceded to us, 
which throws our frontier forward to within 30 miles of Amritsar. The Sikhs are to pay a million 
& ½ & if they cannot do so, will probably offer the territory of Cashmere as an equivalent. In this 
case, should Gholab Singh pay the money demanded for the expenses of the war, the district of 
Cashmere will be ceded to him, & the Maharajah became of the Princes of Hindustan. — Mama 
came to luncheon, after which Albert 1rst saw Sir Robert Peel, & then I joined him. We talked 
about India. It seems that the hazard of the battle was greater than at first supposed, & that at 
one moment there were one or two repulses. Sir H. Hardinge, who has distinguished, himself so 
much, is to be made a Viscount, & Sir H. Gough, whose bravery is very great, — a Baron. 
 
Queen Victoria, Journal Entry 1st April 1846. Princess Beatrice’s Copies. Available: 

http://www.queenvictoriasjournals.org/search/displayItem.do?FormatType=fulltextimgsrc&Quer
yType=articles&ResultsID=3339126487272&filterSequence=0&PageNumber=1&ItemNumber=
5&ItemID=qvj04911&volumeType=PSBEA 

 
Questions for Analysis 
 

1. Does this excerpt from Queen Victoria’s journal suggest that the Queen was a willing 
participant in imperialism? 

 
 
 
 

2. Why might it be seen as a sign of progress for women that Queen Victoria was made 
Empress of India and head of the world’s largest ever empire?  
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3. Why do you think Queen Victoria styled herself as a loving mother figure to her 
subjects? Do you think this had a positive or negative impact on the women who 
became her subjects across the empire?  

 
 
 
 
 
Document B: Josephine Butler 
Josephine Elizabeth Butler (née Grey; 13 April 1828 – 30 December 1906) was an English feminist and 
social reformer in the Victorian era. She campaigned for women's suffrage, the right of women to better 
education, the end of coverture in British law, the abolition of child prostitution, and an end to human 
trafficking of young women and children into European prostitution. Below is an extract taken from her 
pamphlet Native Races and the War, describing her position on the Boer War between England and South 
Africa.  

 
‘When we speak of injustice done to the natives by the South African Republics, we are apt to be 
met with the reproach that the English have also been guilty of cruelty to native races. This is 
unhappily true, and shall not be disguised in the following pages ; — but mark this, — that it is 
true of certain individuals bearing the English name, true of groups of individuals, of -certain 
adventurers and speculators. But this fact does not touch the far more important and enduring 
fact that wherever British rule is established, slavery is abolished, and illegal… 
 
I think a careful study of the history of the South African races would convince this speaker that 
he has exaggerated the case as against " our own people " in the matter of deliberate cruelty and 
violence towards the natives. However that may . be, it does not alter the fact of the wide 
difference between the evil deeds of men acting on their own responsibility and the evil deeds of 
Governments, and of Communities in which the Governmental Authorities do not forbid, but 
sanction, such actions… Race prejudice is a poison which will have to be , cast out if the world is 
ever to be Christianized, and if Great Britain is to maintain the high and responsible place among 
the nations which has been given to her.’ 
 
Josephine Butler (1900). Natives and the War. London: Gay and Bird. P152-3. 

https://archive.org/details/nativeracesandw00butlgoog/page/n158/mode/2up?view=theater 
 
Guiding Questions 

1. In this excerpt from Butler, is she showing herself as sympathetic to British imperial 
policy, or critical of it?  
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2. Can you identify parts of this text which may be used to argue against imperialism, or 
some of the ideas that imperialism may be based on? 

 
 
 

3. Why does Butler argue that racism should be eradicated? What does this suggest about 
her attitude towards imperialism? 

 
 
 
 

4. Consider Butler’s belief that any cruelty towards the “natives” is the result of a few 
bad apples and not the fault of the British government. Can you think of any 
contemporary examples of where a similar argument is used to excuse institutional 
oppression?  

 
 
 
 
Document C: Emily Hobhouse  
Emily Hobhouse (9 April 1860 – 8 June 1926) was a British welfare campaigner, anti-war activist, and 
pacifist. She is most remembered for bringing to the attention of the British public, and working to change, 
the deprived conditions inside the British concentration camps in South Africa built to incarcerate Boer 
and African civilians during the Second Boer War. The below excerpt is taken from the report she gave on 
these conditions, published in 1902.  
 

“I call this camp system a wholesale cruelty… To keep these Camps going is murder to 
the children. It can never be wiped out of the memories of the people…The women are 
wonderful. They cry very little and never complain. The very magnitude of their sufferings, their 
indignities, loss and anxiety seems to lift them beyond tears… only when it cuts afresh at them 
through their children do their feelings flash out…It is such a curious position, hollow and rotten 
to the heart’s core, to have made all over the State large uncomfortable communities of people 
whom you call refugees and say you are protecting, but who call themselves prisoners of war, 
compulsorily detained, and detesting your protection. They are tired of being told by officers 
that they are refugees under "the kind and beneficient protection of the British". In most cases 
there is no pretence that there was treachery, or ammunition concealed, or food given or 
anything. It was just that an order was given to empty the country…. 

Those who are suffering most keenly, and who have lost most, either of their children by 
death or their possessions by fire and sword, such as those reconcentrated women in the camps, 
have the most conspicuous patience, and never express a wish that their men should be the ones 
to give way. It must be fought out now, they think, to the bitter end. It is a very costly business 
upon which England has embarked, and even at such a cost hardly the barest necessities can be 
provided, and no comforts…. 

Above all one would hope that the good sense, if not the mercy, of the English people, 
will cry out against the further development of this cruel system which falls with crushing effect 
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upon the old, the weak, and the children. May they stay the order to bring in more and yet more. 
Since Old Testament days was ever a whole nation carried captive?” 
 

Emily Hobhouse (1902). The Brunt of the War and Where it Fell. Available: 
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.55539/page/n5/mode/2up?view=theater&q=Milner 

 
Guiding Questions 
1. Who does this report expose as the most severe victims of British imperialism? 
 
 
 
 
2. Hobhouse refers to Christianity like many of the other writers, but she places the colonized 
Africans in line with the oppressed Jews in the book of Exodus in the Bible. What does this 
tell her about her opinion of the British? Where might they fit into this narrative?  
 
 
 
 
Document D: Annie Besant  
Annie Besant (née Wood; 1 October 1847 – 20 September 1933) was a British socialist, women's rights 
activist, educationist, writer, and philanthropist. This excerpt is taken from one of her many books, entitled 
The Case for India, which was published in 1917 (30 years before India achieved independence from British 
rule).  
 

Thank God that India’s eyes are opening; that myriads of her people realise that they are 
men, with a man’s right to freedom in his own country, a man’s right to manage his own affairs. 
India is no longer on her knees for boons; she is on her feet for Rights. It is because I have taught 
this that the English in India misunderstand me and call me seditious; it is because I have taught 
this that I am President of this Congress to-day. 

This may seem strong language, because the plain truth is not usually put in India. But 
this is what every Briton feels in Britain for his own country, and what every Indian should feel 
in India for his. This is the Freedom for which the Allies are fighting; this is Democracy, the 
Spirit of the Age. And this is what every true Briton will feel is India’s Right the moment India 
claims it for herself, as she is claiming it now. When this right is gained, then will the tie between 
India and Great Britain become a golden link of mutual love and service, and the iron chain of a 
foreign yoke will fall away. We shall live and work side by side, with no sense of distrust and 
dislike, working as brothers for common ends. And from that union shall arise the mightiest 
Empire, or rather Commonwealth, that the world has ever known, a Commonwealth that, in 
God’s good time, shall put an end to War… 

All we say in the matter is: You have not succeeded in bringing education, health, 
prosperity, to the masses of the people. Is it not time to give Indians a chance of doing, for their 
own country, work similar to that which Japan and other nations have done for theirs? Surely 
the claim is not unreasonable. If the Anglo-Indians say that the masses are their peculiar care, 
and that the educated classes care not for them, but only for place and power, then we point to 
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the Congress, to the speeches and the resolutions eloquent of their love and their knowledge. It is 
not their fault that they gaze on their country’s poverty in helpless despair.  
 
Annie Besant (1917). The Case for India. This e-book edition published 2004 by Project Guttenberg. 

Available: https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/12820/pg12820-images.html 
 
Guiding Questions 
1. What excuses does Besant claim are given by Britain to justify their control of India?  
 
 
 
 
2. Why does Besant claim that imperialism is no longer (or never has been) beneficial to 
India? 
 
 
 
 
3. In what ways does Besant present herself as having worked in India’s interests and against 
British imperialism? How might this have been perceived by the Indians for whom she 
speaks? 
 
 
 
Overall Questions for Analysis  
 

1. How did these white women benefit from or defend imperialism?  
 
 
 
 

2. Why and how did these white women speak out against imperialism? 
 
 
 
 

3. Overall, do you think white women were willing participants or collateral damage in 
imperialism? 

 


