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Introduction to the paper 

 

Why did the Whigs in 1715 and beyond consider the peace of Utrecht, which had 

delivered Gibraltar, Minorca, St. Kitts, Nova Scotia and the Asiento to Britain, to be 

an imperial betrayal?  Current scholarship makes it difficult to answer that question.  

Some scholars have described the peace of 1713 as an imperial triumph.  Others have 

noted the importance of party conflict in constructing the peace, but have denied that 

there was an imperial dimension. I suggest that there was a lively political economic 

debate about empire that cut along party lines.  The Tories insisted that Britain's 

economic well-being depended on being able to buy cheap and sell dear on European 

markets.  The best way to do that was to seize a territorial empire in India, or after 

Oxford and St. John came to power in 1710, in the southern cone of South America. 
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Whigs, by contrast, insisted that Britain's economic future lay in creating an 

integrated manufacturing empire that would make full use international labour 

markets.  The key to Britain's economic future, argued the Whig imperialists of the 

early eighteenth century, lay in developing the manufacturing capacity of New 

England.  More conservative Whigs – such as those who would later be embraced by 

Robert Walpole – shared the manufacturing emphasis of their Whig brethren, but 

rejected the argument about labour markets.  They therefore came to prize the sugar 

colonies, and urged the elimination of colonial manufactures. 
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