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JULIA ANGSTER, Erdbeeren und Piraten: Die Royal Navy und die Ord -
nung der Welt 1780–1880 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2012),
345 pp. ISBN 978 3 525 30037 4. €62.95

The right to set international norms, as Carl Schmitt once memorably
remarked, was the key to hegemony in the modern world. We also
know that knowledge is power. Combine the two—normative hege-
mony and the expansion of knowledge—and we are clearly dealing
with power of quite an extraordinary order. It is in this spirit that Julia
Angster’s highly informative Erdbeeren und Piraten: Die Royal Navy und
die Ordnung der Welt, 1770–1860, approaches the subject of the British
empire’s global reach in the second half of the eighteenth century and
the first half of the nineteenth century. Thanks to its naval superiori-
ty, she argues, Britain ruled not only the waves, but also ‘ordered’ the
world—normatively, legally, militarily, and in terms of explanatory
categories. Conformity was rewarded with the possibility of admission
to civilized society, deviance punished by massacre or incarceration or
simply an unflattering classification as ‘back ward’. What follows is
thus conceived as ‘cultural history of the political’ (p. 22).

The author begins with a detailed introduction to the Royal Navy
around 1800, which she persuasively portrays as an essentially mer-
itocratic, and in some ways intellectually open, institution. Ability
was recognized and scientific expertise highly valued. Against this
background, the great British exploratory voyages, such as those of
the legendary Captain James Cook, played as important a role in the
growth of British imperial power as the brute force of the ships of the
line. It was not just the ordnance carried across the seas, but the
knowledge garnered by a little army of cartographers, ethnologists,
botanists, and other experts who made landfall, which kept so much
of the world in line. It is thus no surprise that the work of Patrick
O’Brian, in whose novels the ship’s doctor Maturin’s botanical enthu-
siasms jostle for attention with the derring-do of Captain Aubrey,
feature in Julia Angster’s diverse bibliography, and rightly so. In
part, the motivation here was economic, such as in the case of the
production of breadfruit, which was intended to feed plantation
workers. More generally, however, the British scientific–naval com-
plex, to coin a phrase, was preoccupied with discovering, under-
standing, classifying, and thereby bringing ever greater swathes
under control, or denying it to others. Against this background, as
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the title of the book implies, even such innocent plants as strawber-
ries took on a significance well beyond the purely culinary.

It was not just landscapes, flora, and fauna that were ‘ordered’,
but people. The author shows how scientists and colonial adminis-
trators struggled to improve the populations they encountered. Here
Angster provides some interesting comparisons with attitudes closer
to home, for example, the experience of enclosure that drove many
landless labourers off the commons and into the cities at around this
time. The author refers to them as the ‘indigenous English popula-
tion’, which is not so much an anachronism as a heuristic shock tac-
tic to get the reader to think about the parallels between ‘native’
groups in metropolis and empire. Unlike the English poor, however,
many of the populations colonized by the British refused the ‘oppor-
tunity’ for improvement offered to them. In the case of the Tahitians
and other Pacific islanders, their manifest aversion to western con-
ceptions of work, and perhaps to any form of sustained physical
labour, led their rulers to consequently decry them as ‘lazy’. These
experiences certainly expedited the growth of racialized theories of
difference against the previously more prevalent historical view of
progress, which held out high hopes that ‘primitive’ peoples would
join civilized society as soon as they had the chance to do so, or had
been exposed to its merits. On this reading, the British obsession with
eradicating piracy is read also as an attempt to impose a new legal
order on the non-European world, which the locals perceived as fun-
damentally alien (and perhaps also inexplicable).

That said, nobody can come away from this book without realiz-
ing that the experience of colonialism was anything but traumatic for
most of the populations involved. Sometimes this was just misun-
derstanding, as when Samuel Wallis opened fire on what was almost
certainly a welcoming party on Tahiti, causing great carnage. Some -
times it was a matter of the wars and massacres with which British
imperial history is replete. More often than not, however, ‘the west’
killed unintentionally, through the alcoholism and diseases it
brought, and the weapons which it hawked to natives eager to kill
each other more efficiently. It was not all exploitation and oppres-
sion, of course. Angster also engages with Britain’s initiative in end-
ing the international slave trade.

The boundaries between the domestic and the international are as
blurred throughout the text as they were in historical reality. For
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example, Angster sees the Royal Navy not just as an instrument of
British power but also as a reflection of the society in which it was
rooted. Similarly, the British moved into large swathes of the extra-
European world not merely to exploit or civilize them but also, some
would argue primarily, to deny them to outside powers. The author
sees this sentiment at work with regard to the French and the Dutch
over what later became Australia. One might add that the search for
a ‘Northwest Passage’ is best understood in the context of imperial
rivalry with Russia. Angster concludes her story by arguing that the
year 1860, or thereabouts, marked a shift from a naval and normative
concept of empire to a more territorial approach which involved the
occupation of great landmasses rather than wide oceans.

All this makes for extremely interesting reading. Angster writes
well, with a good turn of phrase. Her approach is ‘critical’ certainly,
but also moderate and humane; she tries to explain and understand
rather than simply to unmask or condemn her protagonists. The
argument is based on a deep engagement with an impressive range
of primary sources, located in archives across two continents. Her
book also has the undoubted merit of incorporating the substantial
German-language contribution to the world-history she practises,
which goes beyond that of the ubiquitous Jürgen Osterhammel.
Because the author does not read Inuit, Maori, Polynesian or any of
the other native languages, she modestly makes no claim to writing
real ‘global history’ (p. 25), but her book is nonetheless to be under-
stood within that framework. The analysis ranges across oceans,
down rivers, above and below decks, and into the minds of the
(British) protagonists. 

This also means, however, that Angster’s approach suffers from
some of the drawbacks of the genre. For a start, it is too broadly con-
ceived. The author has tried hard, but it is impossible to do justice to
the global sweep of British naval power over the course of ninety
packed years, which include most of the Seven Years War, the
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars as well as the Crimean War, and
the scientific, legal, and cultural underpinning of this hegemony in
fewer than 300 pages. In this context, some of the excursions into the
deep historiographical background—such as the literature on cartog-
raphy (pp. 116, 142)—of the various topics covered might have been
cut in favour of more detail on the history itself. For example, a look
at Ireland, which some see as a kind of internal colony and where
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similar arguments have been made about British cartographic enter-
prises, would have provided a useful comparison. Here the work of
John Andrews, one of the few relevant authors not listed in the bibli-
ography, is particularly pertinent, even if his findings give little com-
fort to the devotees of the ‘colonial’ model.

The main difficulty, however, is that the author does not really
recognize that Europe lay at the heart of the British global order not
so much culturally as strategically. As the work of N. A. M. Rodger
has shown, the main focus of the naval effort was consequently in
Europe generally and in home waters in particular. John Brewer’s fis-
cal–military state—which Angster misunderstands as less bureaucra-
tized and efficient than its continental counterparts (he argues the
exact opposite)—was designed to sustain this massive military oper-
ation. Likewise, the preoccupation with the imperial dimension leads
the author to claim erroneously that the new worlds were important
sources of naval goods for Britain, whereas most of what was need-
ed came from the (relatively) nearby Baltic. This being so, the caesura
Angster sees in 1860 seems questionable: Britain was by no means as
globally focused before then as she makes out, and less oriented
towards Europe thereafter. Indeed, her periodization would strike
international historians as odd, given that no less a figure than
Disraeli announced in the following decade that Britain was no
longer primarily a European power but an overseas one. These
caveats aside, the author has written a good book which would ben-
efit from an English translation in order to receive the attention it
deserves from the audience to which it is addressed.
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