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Abstract: Rudyard Kipling was always a writer of his time yet strangely not of it. Born in 

an era of uncertainties, the age of Victoria, when the British Empire was the dominant 

power in the world, he died in a time of fragmentation, on the eve of the Second World 

War, at a time when Britain could neither compete with her rivals, nor ignore the rising 

of the anti-colonial tide. A controversial literary figure, Kipling was both acclaimed and 

sanctioned for being the voice of Anglo-Saxon imperialism. His literary work was a 

political and ideological response to a historical reality. The writer is representing a 

reality, or a way reality was seen at the time, given the ideology available to him. 

Accordingly, Kipling’s life, attitudes and writings were a fusion of many contemporary 

currents, which generated the contradictions that enveloped him. 
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The critical extremes that Kipling generated are chiefly attributable to his 

outspoken support of Britain’s expansionist imperialism. The question arising here 

regards the depth of his commitment. Angus Wilson, one of Kipling’s biographers 

says:” It is hard to say how much of the Imperialist’ racial mystique he really felt 

deeply” (Wilson, p.14). It is true indeed that as an Anglo-Indian, a term used in 

late Victorian period to identify Englishmen living in India, Kipling’s life was 

deeply affected by imperialism. Kipling was born in 1865 and completed most of 

his literary work by the outbreak of World War I. During that half century Europe, 

in many ways, reached the climax of the modern phase of civilization. By 1870 

Europe was dominated by the formation of large nation-states. Europeans, notably 

the English were conscious and proud of the achievements of their civilization and 

they assumed that all people should share their accomplishments and ideals. It was 

a time of unprecedented growth of scientific discoveries as well as a growing sense 

of moral integrity:”Caste, slavery, polygamy and torture were being expunged as 

the liberal concepts of the Enlightenment became operative in the new nation-

states” (Palmer, p.555). All these values and ideals gave Europeans a sense of 
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superiority over non-Europeans and Kipling was inevitably influenced by this 

attitude. 

Changing population trends also marked the period between 1870 and 1914. 

Of all continents, Europe grew in population most and one consequence was a 

European exodus to every corner of the world, particularly to colonies (e.g. the 

British grew in number from 9 million in 1801 to 18 million in 1851 and then in 

1901 they reached 36 million), (McDonough, p. 25). Kipling’s parents were part 

of this migration, settling in India and remaining there for about 20 years a fact 

that irrevocably influenced Rudyard Kipling’s life and work. The expansion of 

Europe’s population resulted into marked changes of the economic life. The 

development of free trade, inaugurated by the British in the mid-nineteenth 

century, facilitated the export of European capital. This resulted into a nationalist 

struggle for world markets, a race for colonies which gave birth to imperialism. 

Kipling was permanently in touch with the events of his days also due to his 

family ties. Although born in a modest, upper middle-class English family, his 

relatives included well-established political, business, artistic and religious leaders 

of the period. The Kiplings enjoyed the advantages brought about by the economic 

changes of the period and because of the diversity of their professions and their 

extensive travels, they were conscious of the changes brought by these new 

currents. ‘Rudy’ Kipling was often frustrated by the quality of life he experienced 

and his knowledge of poverty in other nations. This ambivalence in his class 

attitudes is traceable to the liberal and conservative philosophies revealed to him 

within his family and confirmed in his adult experience.  

The political trend in the years between 1870 and 1914 was characterized by 

movement towards constitutional government, representative bodies, the 

guarantee of individual liberties and extension of voting rights to the working 

class.The imperialism of this period was different from the colonialism of earlier 

history (McDonough, p.83). For the British, the word of order was commerce. The 

British interests expanded within Asia and Africa and this was evident in the 

episodes of the Suez Canal and the Boers’ War (1899-1902). During the Boer War 

in 1899 Kipling spent several months in South Africa where he worked with the 

wounded and produced a newspaper for the troops. As he supported the imperial 

endeavour the consequence was that he became identified as an imperial 

propagandist. His friend, Cecil Rhodes (prime minister of Cape Colony), referring 

to his involvement in the war, described him as having "done more than any other 

since Disraeli to show the world that the British race is sound at core and that rust 

and dry rot are strangers to it." 

(http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/Jkipling.htm). 

Apart from the rivalry reason that engaged Britain in the race for colonies, 

the drive of the British to expand their empire was also the result of the emergence 

http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/Jkipling.htm
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of new philosophies such as Darwinism that confirmed the British strength, their 

racial superiority over the ‘lesser breeds’ of the world. The British felt morally 

entitled to take over the territory of the ‘weak’ and “to disseminate the truths of 

their civilization, hence their sense of duty that so often coincided with self-

interest” (Gallagher, p.74).  The same feeling of duty was to govern Kipling’s life 

and to become his religion. This was probably the link between the ‘two sides of 

his head’, his burden but also his relief.  

Such ideas were meant to confirm and justify Britain’s policy of advancing. 

A motto on a stamp issued for Christmas of 1898 said: “we hold a vaster empire 

than has been” (Lloyd, p.225). It was within this empire that the British found 

validation of their superior identity. The English were proud just because they 

were English. In the 19th century, English was the second language for the rulers 

of most of the world. The British model - its concepts of law and order, of public 

and public deportment, all of these, and much more besides, made their marks and 

proved long-lasting within the empire. Consequently “the empire penetrated the 

emotions of millions. It gave Britain its position among the nations and confirmed 

a national, not to say racial superiority” (Robbins, p.83).  There is no doubt that 

the long lasting experience of the Empire influenced the way the British viewed 

themselves and those whom they ruled. The empire functioned as a mirror in 

which British needs and aspirations were reflected. The British imposed their 

model but they were also subject to foreign influences and absorbed elements of 

other cultures. The empire introduced strange and exotic foods, foreign flora and 

fauna, new words, philosophies, new sports into the British way of life. However, 

the empire created a kind of psychological defence mechanism by which 

everything that was considered personal or national rubbish at home could be 

dumped upon the “inferior” black or brown people.  

The enthusiasm for the empire was lavishly celebrated at Queen Victoria’s 

Diamond Jubilee of 1897, which was actually, as Denis Judd calls it, “a gigantic 

confidence trick” (Judd, p.140). Kipling’s Recessional, a poem dedicated to the 

occasion, was at odds with the enthusiasm of contemporary reaction to the event. 

Kipling warns about the imperial excesses and what lies beyond the Jubilee 

extravaganza: “Far-called, our navies melt away;/ On dune and headland sinks the 

fire: /Lo, all our pomp of yesterday/ Is one with Nineveh and Tyre! […] For frantic 

boast and foolish word, Thy mercy on Thy people, Lord!” (Ruyard Kipling , The 

Complete Verse, p.261-262). The prevailing sentiment among British rulers was 

of pessimism rather than the optimism shared by people ‘drunk’ with the 

sightseeing of the Jubilee’s pomp. The re-emergence of France as an imperial 

rival, the expanding trade capacities of both Germany and the United States put 

Britain under pressure. Even Britain’s naval supremacy was under threat given the 

rise of the United States as a great naval power and Germany’s intention of 
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building a modern fleet. To quote Kipling’ Recessional “Far-called our navies 

melt away.” 

This fear prompted Britain to take part in the “scramble for Africa”. 

Suddenly it seemed that the world was running out of space and time was not on 

Britain’s side. Both the external and the internal problems and anxieties provoked 

a feeling of national insecurity which was actually at the root of the jingoistic 

exaltation and triumphalism of the period. All these elements engaged in an 

unprecedented imperial propaganda that permeated the school textbooks, 

newspapers and even literary production. Despite Britain’s imperial pomp, during 

the 1890s the country was, as so accurately but also pessimistically Lord Salisbury 

had diagnosed, in a “Splendid Isolation”, without allies, disliked by many in 

Europe and the United States. This was indeed a costly and not calculated policy. 

This was a time when the Empire demonstrated its glory and potency but also its 

potential for decay and dismemberment. Next it was India which offered a certain 

geographical coherence, but even here there was a division between the British 

India, two-thirds of the whole, and the India of princes, to which one can add the 

striking differences between Indian provinces. Such a structure evidently was in 

need of bonds to hold the Empire together. One central link was beyond doubt the 

Queen. She was the monarch not only of the United Kingdom but also of the self-

governing colonies and the Empress of India. Another link was the British 

Parliament. Yet empire was not exactly the top on most MP’s list of priorities and 

the power was mainly held by the men on the spot, by the administrators of the 

empire. English law was meant to be another link. Equality before the law 

theoretically existed but in practice it was extremely difficult to achieve this. The 

civil servants gave certain uniformity to the administration of the Empire. 

Generally they shared similar social backgrounds and education. The old school, 

the Victorian public school was meant to deliver into the empire servants “ideally 

equipped to carry the doctrines of ‘muscular Christianity’, ‘fair play’ and ‘decent 

behaviour’” (Judd, p.143). At these schools the sons and later on the daughters of 

Britain’s ruling elite underwent “a regime of discipline, high thinking and low 

thinking, compulsory sport and sometimes inspired teaching.” (Judd, 

p.143)Kipling went through a similar experience during his schooling years in 

England at the United Services College in Westward Ho!, an experience that he 

recollected in Stalky and Co. (1899), a classic tale of nineteenth century school 

life. He, like all the children of the English living in the colonies was sent back 

home in the metropolis to be educated and to be prepared to serve the empire, to 

rule the natives that were expected to respond with gratitude and respect and to 

obey the orders of their “sweet, just, boyish masters” (Judd, p.143). All these 

bonds (the monarch, the parliament, the law, the civil servants, the school) were 

meant to work together to hold the empire system united. The propaganda for the 
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empire and for its unity was the order of the day. However behind all the glittering 

illumination, financial extravagance, brash and patriotic tunes there was indeed 

what Tennyson predicted “thunder moaning in the distance” and “spectres moving 

in the shadow”. 

The WWI came and Britain emerged from it with the acquisition of new 

territories, mainly in Africa and the Middle East. It seemed that the imperial 

system had survived intact. India supported Britain by providing a large volunteer 

army to fight in the Empire’s cause. Yet there was a negative side in it as the war 

stirred the nationalist feeling within Britain’s colonies and malcontents expressed 

more and more the impatience with the British rule (an Afrikaner uprising in 1914; 

the Irish Easter Rebellion in 1916; French Canadians didn’t accept conscription; 

Australians had rejected it in two referenda; Indian nationalist demanded 

constitutional reform as the price of their cooperation).  Britain had become 

massively in debt in order to finance the war and this was clear to undermine the 

imperial relationships and Britain’s status as a great power. Although there were 

some attempts to carry on the imperial business the days of the empire were clearly 

numbered. In India, Mahatma Gandhi mobilized the masses to oppose the Raj with 

the result that the British made constitutional concessions in the Government of 

India Acts of 1919 and 1935. Voices also rose in Africa, Ceylon and South-East 

Asia and they showed disaffection with the Empire. Egypt is restored sovereignty 

in 1922. The next war came and for the second time the Empire emerged 

victorious, yet the surface success was shallow. India, now one of Britain’s 

creditors took its independence for granted. Britain’s indebtedness to the Empire 

had increased and she had got in the shadow of the global power of the United 

States. The hegemony of the British Empire was challenged and it had to accept 

that the process of decolonisation was irreversible.  

One may wonder what made the British, and Kipling as well, be part of the 

machinery of the Empire Or probably more revealing is to ask what they actually 

did for the empire. Regardless their limitations, despite the constraints, inequalities 

and sometimes brutalities of their economic, political and administrative 

structures, the British tried to do the ‘day’s work’ as well as they could. However, 

their more than simple presence on foreign lands woke up and accelerated latent 

forces engaging them in a process of reshaping and redefining. And Kipling was 

a man of his time and he inevitably was part of this process. 

The British presence in Asia was most heavily experienced in India. Kipling 

was born in Mumbai in 1865 and he spent his first five years in the midst of India’s 

exotic scents, sights and sounds.  In 1882, he returned to India and started to work 

for the Civil and Military Gazette in Lahore and later on for the Pioneer in 

Allahabad. It was during this time that Kipling built his early fame by writing 

many extraordinary poems and stories which were published alongside his 
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reporting of different parts of India. During this time, more exactly from 1870 to 

1914, British India was deemed as an ideal colony. Lord Curzon, the most 

renowned viceroy of India, once stated that “as long as we rule India we are the 

greatest power in the world. If we lose it we shall drop straightaway to a third rate 

power” (McDonough, p.64). English commercial interests had been at work in 

India since the early seventeenth century (East India Company was founded in 

1600). The economic reason was always the one at work, yet, one event that 

marked a shift in the British attitude towards the Jewel of the Crown was the 1857 

Mutiny. According to Frank McDonough the British rule in India is divided into 

two phases: first from the 17th century to the Indian rebellion of 1857/1858 and 

second from 1858 to 1947 - the year when India was given its independence. This 

was what the historians called a history in two halves: before and after the Great 

Rebellion of 1857. The bloodshed of the Great Rebellion shook colonial Britain. 

Shock inevitably stimulated self-examination, out of which emerged an 

explanation of these terrible events: Indians were assumed to have been deeply 

conservative people whose traditions and ways of life had been disregarded by 

their British rulers. The lesson that the British drew from 1857 was that Indian 

traditions must be respected and the guardians of these traditions – priests or 

princes - were to be conciliated under a conservative British rule. Ironically, under 

this rigid rule a new form of reaction appeared, namely nationalism that gave birth 

to modern India. Before, in the first half of the 19th century when the East India 

Company still ruled India, the British aspirations regarding the subcontinent were 

to bring reform and improvement and to form what Thomas Macaulay called in 

his Minute of 1835 'a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English in 

taste, in opinions in morals and in intellect'. English became the official language 

of the government and the higher courts in 1835. Indian society’s response to 

Western education and culture was both enthusiastic and conservative. It seemed 

obvious that the general move in India was towards modernization. The Governor 

–General, Lord Dalhouise supported the creation of a system of communication 

that united all India. It was a road from Calcutta to Peshawar with a branch to 

Bombay forking off south of Bombay. Kipling described this in his well-known 

novel Kim: “truly the Grand Trunk Road is a wonderful spectacle. It runs straight, 

bearing, without crowding India’s traffic for 15 hundred miles- such a river of life 

as exists nowhere in the world” (Kipling, Kim, p.55). It was also under 

Dalhouise’s office that electric telegraph wires were introduced as well as a 

uniform postal service system that increased postal activity. Then, it was the 

railway building, which in spite of the fears that the cost, the problems of cast 

difference and timidity about the novelty would keep Indians away from the trains, 

the railways became popular and overcrowded.  
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However, the English imperial project had also dark sides. Dalhouise 

intervened into the ruling traditions of Indian princes by opposing their custom of 

adopting a boy if they had none to succeed them and he decided that their states 

get under Governor-General, implicitly into the hands of the East Indian 

Company. Also his annexation of part of Burma and the ancient province of Avadh 

alienated local rulers. Dalhouise’s re-equipment of the Indian Army was meant to 

transform it into a source of pride and wonder. Yet he was less concerned with the 

differences between Hindus and Muslims and he ignored the fact that their tight 

relation with their religion, caste and families made them particularly sensitive. 

Tensions arose when plans were made for the Hindu soldiers to go to Burma by 

sea. Their refusal led to the passage of the General Service Enlistment Act of 1856 

which required “recruits to undertake to serve abroad or, as the soldiers saw it, 

across the kala pani (dark waters)” (Bose, p. 70). Crossing the sea could have 

involved Hindu troops in a loss of caste and consequently in rejection by family 

and friends. Then it was the issue of the new Enfield rifles whose cartridges with 

fat rumoured to be of cow and pig had to be bitten off. The controversy over the 

greased cartridges was by no means the flashpoint of the Indian Mutiny of 1857. 

The British interpreted it as a destructive rejection of British reforming 

benevolence. Cartoons and drawings in newspapers and journals expressed a 

national outrage. The results of the mutiny within English society were bitter 

hatreds, a confirmation and a strengthening of its deep-seated prejudices. The gap 

between the two races and cultures widened to almost unbridgeable proportions.  

One cannot help asking why the British didn’t leave India after the Mutiny. 

Just because of those events India seemed for the British a very long way from 

being able to rule herself and therefore they found justification for their stay. 

Another answer, probably, the honest one, would be that Britain could simply not 

afford losing her greatest dependencies. Indian market and British investment in 

India represented 20% of British exports by 1880s. The opening of the Suez Canal 

stimulated Anglo-Indian trade. In 1855 the exports to India totalled only 23 million 

pounds while in 1910 it was 137 million pounds. If we are to add to this the taxes 

and revenues raised by the British Raj in India we would get an answer closer to 

reality. Another reason was the Indian army, which didn’t cost the British taxpayer 

a penny as it was supported entirely from the Indian revenue. It was in effect the 

Indian Army that assured Britain the position of a great military power. 

Throughout the 19th century it was sent on numerous occasions to fight for British 

interests: in China, Persia, Sudan, Egypt and so forth.  

Finally India was Britain’s source of pride. It was for most of them a kind of 

philanthropic venture though so evidently based on money. It was here in India 

that Kipling founded and found expression of his concept of the Law. He believed 

that man’s aim in India is to give her efficiency and action. Central to his Law 
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were discipline and work. His law also embraced the imperialist idea that some 

persons are destined to be ruled by others. Kipling didn’t go further into the idea 

and the efficiency of the heads of British administration in India- most of whom 

were actually men of excellence- functioned as a guarantee for his philosophy. As 

Brown Hilton ironically infers, in India, Kipling “bowed the knee to the accepted 

gods of his tribe” (Hilton, p. 61).  The British were very proud of their imperial 

project that gave substance to their assumptions of superiority. They brought good 

and fair government into India, an expanding economy and improvements from 

famine relief to irrigation systems, road and railways networks, from medical 

developments to the establishment of a Europeanised education. The men on the 

spot, Britons living according to Kipling’s law, supported this magnificent project. 

On the other hand, the British couldn’t have pursued their mission if Indians had 

acknowledged their value. Indians were to be taught that they were a deeply 

conservative and fatalist people - genetically predisposed to irrational 

superstitions and mystic belief systems. But the British, on the other hand 

epitomized modernity. With their unique organizational skills and energy, they 

would raise India from the marshes of castes and religious bigotry. In this manner, 

India's awareness of its history and culture was manipulated. As Edward Said have 

argued the European imperial power carried out a devastating and successful 

assault upon the integrity of indigenous culture and civilization during the imperial 

age despite the fact that arts in the West continued to draw inspiration from the 

Orient. (Said, Orientalism, Culture and Imperialism ).  

Kipling got an active role in the imperial project especially during his second 

stay in India (1882-1889) where he worked for two newspapers The Civil Military 

Gazette and The Pioneer. Although Kipling’s India is the production of the 

impressions of a young man between the ages of 17 and 24, the image he renders 

is one infused with quick observation, boldness in affirmations and enthusiasm. It 

is true that at first Kipling wrote about the men on the spot, about the civil servants, 

the army and the government of India. But he wrote about the Indians as well. In 

Kim, a more or less farewell to his writing bout India he brought together the bold 

Indian of the North-West (Muslim) and the subtle, educated Indian of Bengal 

(Hindu), the holy man seeking enlightenment and the British boy who had grown 

up in India and whose identity is questionable bearing signs of hybridity. There 

are not many explicit references to political issues in the novel, but the author’s 

ambivalence (the man with two sides to his head) gave him access to both worlds 

and enabled him to see into the questions of his days. Many of his admirers did 

not perceive the radical as well as conservative implications in his Ballad of East 

and West: “East is East, and West is West, / and never the twain shall meet/ But 

there is neither East nor West, / Border, nor Breed, nor Birth, / When two strong 

men stand face to face, / tho’ they come from the ends of the earth.” Those who 
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wrongfully ascribed racism to Kipling, quote only the first line, thus missing the 

significance of the other two lines that actually oppose the opening line. Here lies 

the key to Kipling’s relation to the Imperial Project, as he believed in its men of 

action but, on the other hand, he dismissed the hierarchical colonial binary and he 

affirmed that respect prevails any artificial dichotomies. 
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