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A British Profession of Arms: The Politics of Command in the Late Victorian Army. 
By Ian F. W. Beckett. Campaigns and Commander. Norman: University of Okla-
homa Press, 2018. ISBN 978-0-8061-6171-6. Maps. Photographs. Notes. Bibli-
ography. Index. Pp. xviii, 349. $39.95 (hardback).

Complementing the excellent work by Andrew Lambert on the Royal Navy 
and politics in the century prior to the First World War, this new study reflects 
Ian Beckett’s deep knowledge of the Victorian army, one that drills down to the 
details of individual commanders and particular decisions. As a result, modish but 
facile critical comments about Britain as a militaristic imperial state are avoided. 
The book offers a thematic half on the army in terms of the factors involved in the 
profession of arms followed by four case studies: on high command, the Second 
Afghan War of 1878–81, the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879, and the South African or 
Second Boer War of 1899–1902.

Beckett demonstrates that by 1899, many soldiers were increasingly profes-
sional in their outlook, but, like any other professionals, individuals were motivated 
in part by ambition and the pursuit of reward, including honors. Politics and religion 
played a role in promotion, but so even more did the “rings,” or cliques, surrounding 
prominent commanders. Rivalry was related to this as well as to policy, and both 
affected military and career prioritization. Beckett concludes that consideration of 
the appointment of new commanders in chief in India after 1885 indicated the role 
of their attitudes toward a “forward policy” of commitment. The rivalries between 
generals were regarded as acute, and Beckett’s account of this situation is an impor-
tant background to our consideration of First World War generalship.

External influences played an important role, as with Queen Victoria’s (even-
tually) successful attempt to get Queen Adelaide’s nephew, Edward of Saxe-Wei-
mar, made a field marshal. Female influence was more widespread, and it is shown 
that military wives could exercise considerable influence on careers, both positively 
and negatively. Victoria was very critical of Nora, Lady Roberts. The Duke of 
Cambridge emerges as a key player until Victoria forced his retirement in 1895.

This first-rate book deserves attention. The sole flaw is the lack of any detailed 
comparison with continental armies. Hopefully Beckett will address this in future 
work. He does, however, relate the army to the navy and to the civil professions.

The method used in this book can, of course, be run out more generally. 
Aspects of it have been used not least by Hew Strachan on the politics of the army, 
but, as Beckett shows, it is best to do so against the background of a firm explana-
tion of the culture, practices, and problems of promotion. This should be the case 
for all periods and states. 

The British case is so instructive because there is so much information avail-
able, and that reflects not just the relative clarity of processes but also a state in 
which it was possible to fail without dire consequences. The contrast here was 
not so much with Serbia as with the more openly success-and-fail methods and 
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models of a France in which force, and the threat of force, played a much more 
prominent role in politics.

The latter factor was also the case in the period of the reigns of Victoria, 
Edward VII, and George V prior to the First World War, of states as varied as 
Argentina, Austria, Brazil, Chile, China, Japan, Mexico, Persia, Portugal, Prussia, 
Spain, and the USA, and therefore it is the degree of British exceptionalism that 
deserves more attention. Did it, for example, create a failure of perception when 
assessing patronage, promotion, and command quality in other states, which, argu-
ably is the case now. Indeed, command quality in many states is a matter of politi-
cal reliability. Beckett offers a first-rate treatment of a period in which the British 
situation is singularly open to treatment.

Jeremy Black            Emeritus, University of Exeter
         Exeter, United Kingdom

Recharging China in War and Revolution, 1882–1955. By Ying Jia Tan. Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 2021. ISBN 978-1-5017-5895-9. Illustrations. Abbre-
viations. Notes. Bibliography. Index. Pp. ix, 273. $19.95 (paperback).

This book, based on the author’s Ph.D. dissertation, provides the first detailed 
study of the electrical power industries in China from late Qing to early People’s 
Republic of China. Working with Chinese, Japanese, and American archival and 
published sources, Tan shows how the dynamics of warfare shaped the Chinese 
electrical power sector and its relations with the broader social-economic order 
of China. He thus bridges the divide between the political economy of Chinese 
warfare and the history of technology, and highlights the continuities across 1949. 
Through this study, Tan also presents the historical context to understand the 
issues faced by energy sectors in contemporary mainland China and Taiwan.

The book focuses on how three separate modes of warfare shaped China’s 
electrical power sector. First, Tan shows that the economic warfare between Chinese 
and foreign textile firms from 1882 to 1937 gave rise to strong economic national-
ism, which set the tone for China’s electrification. In the case of cotton industry at 
Shanghai, Chinese mill owners accused the British-dominated Shanghai Municipal 
Council of granting the Japanese and British favorable access to electrical connec-
tions. The council’s blatant use of a power blockade to end the Chinese workers’ strike 
during the 1925 May Thirtieth Movement also inspired Chinese intellectuals and 
electrical engineers to support a nationalist approach to electrical industries. 

Tan highlights the negative impact of economic warfare and nationalism. Skep-
ticism about foreign-controlled power supply and the lack of capital, for example, 
led many Chinese cotton mills to continue using obsolete and inefficient technology. 
Through the case of silk industry at Huzhou, Tan also reveals how local power plant 
owners used nationalist rhetoric against centralization efforts by the Nationalist 
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