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Britain’s Retreat from Empire in East Asia,
1905-80

The decline of British power in Asia. from a high point in 1905, when Brit-
ain’s ally Japan vanquished the Russian Empire, apparently reducing the per-
ceitved threat that Russia posed to British interests in India and China, to the
end of the twentieth century. when its influence had dwindled to virtually
nothing, is one of the most important themes in understanding the modern
history of East and South-East Asia. This book considers a range of issues
that tllustrate the significance and influence of the British Empire in Asia and
the nature of Britain's imperial decline. Subjects covered include the chal-
lenges posed by Germany and Japan during the First World War, British
efforts at international co-operation in the interwar period, the British rela-
tionship with Korea and Japan in the wake of the Second World War and the
complicated path of decolonization in South-East Asia and Hong Kong.

Antony Best 1s an Associate Professor in International History at the London
School of Economics, UK.
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This book is dedicated to the memory of our friend, colleague and
mentor Peter Lowe
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Introduction

Peter Lowe and the history of the British
presence in East Asia and South-East Asia

Antony Best

When the British Empire reached its zenith in the early-twenticth century, the
most distant of its significant possessions, aside from the settler states in the
antipodes, were those in East and South-East Asia. Within the former of
these two regions, Britains formal territorial presence was extremely limited,
consisting only of the Crown Colony of Hong Kong, a number of leased
concessions in some of the major Chinese cities and a lease over the small
naval base at Weihaiwei. It was, however, the first among equals within the
quasi-imperial treaty-port regime that the West as a whole had established
and it dominated both the Chinese Maritime Customs Service and the most
flourishing of China’s ports, the idiosyncratically-governed International Set-
tlement in Shanghai. This rather minimalist formal presence provided a
number of safe havens from which Britons could indulge, in the primary
reason to come so far from home — trade.

The facts that commerce was the only real interest and that the region was
so distant from Europe always raised questions about Britain’s willingness to
defend its stake. One should recall, for example, that it only occupied the
Korean port of Geomondo for two years (1885-7), that it agreed in 1894 to
end the treaty-port regime in Japan in the face of concern about Japanese
unilateral action, and between 1898-1900 failed to prevent Russian
encroachment into southern Manchuria. This then was the British Empire’s
furthest and most fragile shore. It is therefore no surprise that the twentieth
century was marked by a series of retreats, in terms of both territory and
outlook, from this imperial high tide. At first these shifts were almost intan-
gible and not necessarily irrevocable, but as the challenges to British power
grew more varied and serious, with the rise of Chinese nationalism, Bolshevik
infiltration and Japanese expansionism, the retreat steadily gathered pace
until, after the Second World War, only Hong Kong remained.

In South-East Asia British interests were more substantial. Its territorial
possessions consisted of formal colonies such as Burma and the Straits Set-
tlements, the protectorates of North Borneo, Brunei. the Federated and
Unfederated Malay States, and another nebulous entity, the kingdom of Sar-
awak. which was personally ruled by the Brooke family. In addition, it bene-
fitted from the free trade regime that it had established in Thailand [Siam]



