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On Novem ber 21, 1924, the high com mis sioner of Egypt Lord Allenby occu pied the Alexandria cus toms house. 
Yet he did so with out explicit instruc tions from Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain. Nevertheless, 
Chamberlain felt obliged to sup port Allenby as Egypt teetered closer to war.1 Allenby was responding to the 

assas si na tion of Sir Lee Stack the Sirdar of the Egyp tian army by Egyp tian nation al ists. He was hoping that a show 
of force would stran gu late Egyp tian nation al ists, ask ing that an “addi tional war ship at Alexandria H.M.S. Benbow”2 
be dis patched to Alexandria to assist with the occu pa tion of the cus toms house. This was strange con sid er ing that 
the head of the nation al ist gov ern ment of Egypt—Saad Zaghlul—had agreed to pay the half-mil lion-pound indem-
nity and resign.3 Chamberlain was frus trated, but he told Allenby that “His Majesty’s gov ern ment feel[s] bound  
to sup port you in the action that you have already taken in this emer gency.”4 Allenby’s jus ti fi ca tion was sim ple. 
Deterrent mea sures had to be put in place so that no “other mur ders or seri ous breaches of pub lic order may occur.” 
For that he outlined that he would like “hos tages to be taken if another English man or for eigner is mur dered and to 
be shot if mur ders con tinue,”5 along with the sei zure of the tobacco cus toms at Alexandria, even if done with out the 
autho ri za tion of the Home Government.6

What effect was it that Allenby had achieved in the six days sei zure of the Alexandria cus toms house?7 It would 
take sev eral years for this unsanc tioned action to be his tor i cized in the Brit ish mil i tary reports of Egypt.8 Soon 
enough though it became one of the chief tac tics that were used to rein in Egyp tian nation al ists again in 1927–28. 
For the Brit ish “the seques tra tion of State finances is a type of humil i a tion which Egyp tians under stand.”9 What had 
started off as an unsanc tioned repri sal seiz ing the Alexandria cus toms house had become a way to seize and also 
con trol auton o mous cen ters of rev e nue cal cu la tion away from Egyp tian nation al ists, post pon ing and thwarting 
local Egyp tian attempts at account ing. These cen ters of cal cu la tion witnessed a fight between the Brit ish, on the one 
hand, and the nation al ist Egyp tians, on the other, who wished to chal lenge the carte blanche that the Brit ish had by 
vir tue of man ag ing these mar i time con duits of goods. “Customs dues,” to bor row from a Balagh news pa per arti cle, 
were “the main source of rev e nue of the Egyp tian trea sury, being, because of the Capitulations, ‘the only tax a tion 
Egypt is free to increase or decrease according to her inter est.’ ”10

As a facet of governmentality, naval account ing was one way that Brit ish suzer ainty of the seas was supported. 
The old adage that “the Brit ish would expand by trade and influ ence if they could; but by impe rial rule if they must” 
could only work through an account ing arse nal that man aged these trade entrepots.11 Ports and cus toms houses 
were thus stra te gic sites for supporting the Brit ish fleet. But they also dou bled as con duits of goods and finances; 
mak ing them key tar gets of Brit ish colo nial envy. Seizing these entrepots, as the case with the occu pa tion of the 
Alexandria cus toms house in 1924—and its poten tial repeat in 1927 and 1928—12 shows how Brit ish sov er eignty at 
sea was supported by a per va sive attempt to seize local auton o mous cen ters of cal cu la tion.

The High Tide of Colonialism
Sovereignty and Governmentality at Sea
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But one can not attempt to under stand this naval 
gene al ogy of governmentality with out explor ing sov-
er eignty at sea. For if indeed free trade mer chants 
were “war like legions that go forth to con quer remote 
regions,” as Brit ish trade emis sary John Bowring wrote, 
then “they exer cise a far less endur ing influ ence, and 
main tain their ter ri to ries by a far fee bler hold than do 
the peace ful mis sion ar ies of com merce who quit their 
native land to col o nize.”13 In other words, to con quer ter-
ri tory navally was one thing; to con trol it and col o nize 
it, like Allenby did as he ruled Egypt, was quite another. 
Controlling over seas ter ri to ries required a colo nial and 
gov ern men tal account ing arse nal that could sec ond 
auton o mous cen ters of rev e nue man age ment to Brit ish 
accoun tants in a way that was not read ily appar ent. Brit-
ain could only afford to be “the Sovereign of the seas”14 
by fine-tun ing its gov ern men tal mech a nisms that sup-
ported its navy.

This arti cle pres ents a naval gene al ogy of govern-
mentality as a colo nial tech nol ogy of con trol. Rather 
than con ceive of account ing as a tech nol ogy of sur-
plus extrac tion alone,15 it looks at its deployability in 
the nineteenth- and twen ti eth-cen tury col ony of Egypt 
by the Brit ish. It argues that governmentality was cre-
ated in the col o nies, in this case in nineteenth-cen tury  
Egypt, through a naval node that worked to sup port 
Brit ish suzer ainty at sea. Colonial bureau crats and 
experts were then repa tri ated to the metropole where 
they intro duced their colo nial gov ern men tal modes 
of rule as mod ern gov ern ment. Thus cal cu la tion, that 
quin tes sen tial trait of cap i tal ism and tech nol ogy of gov-
ern ment, in fact had a naval and colo nial gene al ogy.16

Sovereignty and Governmentality at Sea
What is curi ous about this form of naval sov er eignty 
is its imbri ca tion with tech nol o gies of con trol and dis-
ci pline. Many know the util i tar ian phi los o pher and 
prison reform advo cate Jeremy Bentham of the panop-
ticon, the inspi ra tion for Michel Foucault’s the o ri za tion 
of dis ci pline and governmentality.17 But few know of 
his brother, Sam uel Bentham, who was the source of 
inspi ra tion for the panopticon. Sam uel built a ship yard 
wood mill in 1784 Kirchev, Russia, dur ing the Russo-
Turk ish naval war of 1787–92 for the Rus sians, inspir ing 
his brother to carry over the obser va tion prin ci ple that 
would later become the panopticon and apply ing it to 
the Royal Navy’s ship yards when he returned to Eng-
land as inspec tor gen eral of the admi ralty.18 Thus one 
can fol low Giorgio Agamben and state that naval sov-
er eignty also had a gov ern men tal aspect,19 since aboard 

a ship there was no king to rule it. Instead, his agents, 
ship wrights, and ship mas ters ashore func tioned as a 
well-oiled machine.

Part of the prob lem of detecting this naval form 
of governmentality and sov er eignty is that Middle East 
stud ies still sticks to terra-cen tric con cep tu al i za tions of 
sov er eignty in gen eral,20 neglecting the naval com po-
nents of Middle East his tory. If one looks away from terra-
cen tric gene al o gies of sov er eignty one dis cov ers that a 
diff er ent form of sov er eignty was being con sti tuted in 
the early nineteenth cen tury. This form of sov er eignty 
chal lenges the view of a shared free Med i ter ra nean  
in the nineteenth cen tury held by geog ra phers that in 
the “indus trial era brought about the clas sic ‘cap i tal ist’ 
spa ti al ity . . .  one in which ten den cies and cap i tal fix-
ity were asso ci ated with cap i tal ists alter nately investing 
in . . .  dis crete loca tions on the earth’s sur face.”21 Rather 
than assume that this age of free-flowing spa ti al ity was 
later rolled back by post mod ern cap i tal in the com ing 
twen ti eth cen tury, a colo nial gene al ogy of the seas con-
tests it from the get-go. By con sid er ing a countervailing 
form of colo nial sov er eignty at sea, older terra-cen tric 
gene al o gies of sov er eignty can be rethought away from 
land and army-based nar ra tives that mir ror Charles  
Tilly’s his tory of the birth of the state.22 In other words 
the raison d’être behind the rolling back of spa ti al ity in 
the sea was not due to post mod ern cap i tal but colo nial-
era forms of governmentality.

Likewise, part of the rea son that a naval gene al-
ogy of sov er eignty and governmentality has remained 
elu sive is dis ci plin ary. As a dis ci pline, naval sci ence has 
writ ten out its own vio lent and colo nial gene al ogy. The 
min ute focus of naval sci ence on impe rial rivalry has 
come at the expense of explor ing cer tain colo nial con-
flicts in the Med i ter ra nean. This has meant that peri ods 
of colo nial war have been writ ten out of his tory as peri-
ods of peace. The Levant Crisis of 1839–41 is not only 
con sid ered to fall within a Euro pean period of peace,23 
despite witnessing the mobi li za tion of the armies of the 
Sublime Porte, Austria, Mehmet Ali, France, and Brit-
ain, but it is normally thought to be a con flict between 
the pasha of Egypt and his Otto man suzer ain. Looking 
at the naval com po nent of the con flict dem on strates 
that not only did the Concert of Europe have a stake in 
the con flict, but that it used its mas tery of the seas and 
sov er eignty over the Med i ter ra nean to declare the Med-
i ter ra nean mare clausum to force Mehmet Ali to yield. 
The sea borne gene al ogy of sov er eignty thus stands to 
change much of our con cep tu al i za tion of his tory, and 
even Middle East his tory, if we change our gaze from 
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land to sea. The Fraser cam paign of 1807 and the Levant 
Crisis of 1839–41 pres ent us with two pre cur sory epi-
sodes of the col o ni za tion of Egypt that predated admin-
is tra tive colo nial ism in 1876 and the occu pa tion of 
Egypt in 1882. Such colo nial epi sodes receive lit tle or no 
engage ment in the writ ings of naval admi rals, mak ing 
naval sov er eignty and governmentality more dif  cult to 
detect.

Take the writ ings of Rear Admiral Alfred Mahan 
concerning the basic prin ci ples orga niz ing naval sci-
ence, such as com pe ti tion for con trol of the seas. As an 
author, Mahan was argu  ably one of the inau gu ral fig ures 
of naval sci ence. His mag num opus, The Influence of Sea  
Power upon History, is ded i cated to the study of sea far ing 
from the sev en teenth cen tury until the French Revo-
lution and after. For over a cen tury, it was one of the key 
texts of naval sci ence. If the Ger man kai ser read Mahan, 
anno tated the pages of his book, “and placed cop ies in 
every ship of the Ger man fleet,”24 then Mahan’s influ-
ence is to be found not just at sea, but also in his writ ing. 
It was in such writ ing that the first seeds of naval sci-
ence, and its car di nal belief in the neces sity of pre par ing 
for armed naval con flict, were sown. With such a wide 
audi ence of read ers for the admi ral, and wide acclaim 
for his writ ings, Mahan’s writ ings spread sev eral key 
beliefs, such as the neces sity of hav ing over seas naval 
sta tions and col o nies. These beliefs, owing to his sheer 
read abil ity and acclaim, would be dis sem i nated to naval 
admi rals around the world. Instead of talking about 
plans for col o ni za tion and its poten tial com pli ca tions, 
impe rial bureau crats would now merely need to focus 
on the cre a tion of “naval sta tions.” To under stand how 
governmentality and sov er eignty emerged through the 
seas requires that we sur vey and reappraise the naval 
his tory of Egypt. Only then will we under stand how 
naval sci ence pack aged and hid such colo nial con flicts 
under a dis ci plin ary veneer.

Naval Science: Alfred Mahan and the Mighty West
Alfred Thayer Mahan enrolled at Annapolis’s Naval 
Academy on Sep tem ber 30, 1856.25 By the time Mahan 
would grad u ate, twenty-nine of his forty-nine class ma-
tes had dropped out. Mahan’s acclaim was rec og nized 
over seas. He received hon or ary degrees from Oxford 
and Cambridge, and, as he began to write, became par-
tic u larly known as a the o re ti cian of the seas. On his first 
mis sions, Mahan took charge of the USS Pocahontas and 
par tic i pated in the bom bard ment of Port Royal in South 
Carolina against the South in the Civil War dur ing 
1861.26 Following post–Civil War US impe rial designs, 

Mahan exclaimed, “I am an impe ri al ist sim ply because 
I am not iso la tion ist.”27 Indeed, in 1899 he was a fer vent 
defender of the Mon roe Doctrine at the first Peace Con-
ference at The Hague,28 which stip u lated that America 
should stake out a sphere of influ ence for itself in the 
Carib bean and Central and South America. Given that 
Mahan is often portrayed as an anti-colo nial and con-
ser va tive pol i ti cian,29 one ought to ask if his impe rial 
designs were merely defen sive, or, more impor tantly, if 
this con cep tu al i za tion of defen sive impe ri al ism holds.

Having ded i cated an essay to the ben e fits of “ ‘the-
o ret i cal’ ver sus ‘prac ti cal’ train ing,”30 Mahan was aware 
of the power of writ ing. In fact, his own inter ven tion 
ended up chang ing the pre dom i nant view of the US 
Naval Academy that prac ti cal train ing was more impor-
tant. In this witty essay, Mahan claimed that there was 
never such a hard and fast dis tinc tion between “prac ti-
cal” and “the o ret i cal” knowl edge. “It was said to me by 
some one,” Mahan remarks, that “if you want to attract 
of cers to the College, give them some thing that will 
help them pass their next exam i na tion.”31 But what is the 
big est test of all  for Mahan? “The test of war.”32 “Navies 
exist for war,” wrote Mahan “and the ques tion presses of 
an answer: ‘Is this neglect to mas ter the expe ri ence of 
the past, to elicit, for mu late, and absorb its prin ci ples, is 
it prac ti cal?’”33 Through war, and war alone, would naval 
of cers learn the true mean ing of prag ma tism at sea.

“To secure to one’s own peo ple a dis pro por tion ate 
share of such ben e fits,” Mahan argued, “every effort 
was made to exclude oth ers, either by the peace ful 
leg is la tive meth ods of monop oly or pro hib i tory reg u-
la tions, or when these failed, by direct vio lence.”34 We 
see here in Mahan the fun da men tal impe tus behind the 
need to hold over seas ter ri tory. Even in peace time, “the 
neces sity of a navy, in the restricted sense of the word, 
springs, there fore, from the exis tence of a peace ful 
ship ping, and dis ap pears with it, except in the case of 
a nation which has agres sive ten den cies.”35 Thus naval 
con voys in peace time are a neces sity for Mahan. For 
even in peace time, according to him, there is a nat u ral 
pro gres sion toward naval bases and even tu ally col o nies. 
When a sea man set out to trade in far away and dan ger-
ous locales, he “intu i tively sought at the far end of his 
trade route one or more sta tions, to be given to him 
by force or favor.”36 Since for these seamen “there was 
immense gain, as well as much risk, in these early voy-
ages, such estab lish ments nat u rally mul ti plied and grew 
until they became col o nies; whose ulti mate devel op ment 
and suc cess depended upon the genius and pol icy of the 
nation.”37 Omitted from the writ ing of Mahan are the 
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actors, the natives of these islands, and how these “nav-
i ga tors” often took their knowl edge from the natives.38

Mahan glossed over the accounts of the inva sion 
and col o ni za tion in the Med i ter ra nean—such as the 
French and Brit ish cam paigns in Egypt in 1798 and 
1807.39 In the for mer, Napoleon invaded Egypt because 
of the alleged abuse of French mer chants.40 In the lat-
ter, the Brit ish invaded Egypt to pre vent a return of the 
French, which the Brit ish had helped to defeat in 1801. 
The Brit ish “sta tion” in 1805 Alexandria was no mere 
innoc u ous under tak ing. Victualling Lord Nelson’s fleet 
that was chas ing its French coun ter part meant that 
Alexandria had to be in Nelson’s grip. This is the curi ous 
detail that dem on strates how naval governmentality 
and vict ual account ing was nec es sary for naval suprem-
acy at sea.

“Thus 20,000 men would be fixed again in Egypt. . . .  
Who would turn them out?” Nelson wrote to the sec-
re tary of war.41 Mahan’s the ory glossed over such banal 
details in the buildup of Brit ish forces in Alexandria in 
their newly cre ated sta tion. The pres ence of this “inno-
cent” and innoc u ous sta tion would be costly. Mahan 
appears to have missed that in 1807 the rul ers of Egypt 
would face a Brit ish inva sion at Alexandria and that such 
a sta tion would turn into an occu py ing gar ri son. Like 
the sei zure of the Alexandria cus toms house, this vict ual 
sta tion was nec es sary for Nelson to ser vice his fleet and 
main tain his deploy ment at sea.

On the 9th of Muhar ram 1222 AH (ca. March 19, 
1807), forty-two Brit ish ships sailed to Alexandria. Upon 
their arrival they sum moned the gov er nor of Alexandria 
and the Brit ish con sul. They demanded access to the 
port of Alexandria and its for tress under the guise of 
free nav i ga tion, free trade, and the man ning of naval sta-
tions. Previously, the Otto man sul tan ordered his Med i-
ter ra nean domains to grant access to the Brit ish fleet as it 
fought off the French inva sion of Egypt in 1798. The Brit-
ish hoped to seize this con ces sion and carry on in their 
sea far ing expe di tion in the Med i ter ra nean.42 Naturally, 
the ruler declined their request and asked them if they 
had an Otto man firman per mit ting them to land. The 
Fraser cam paign of 1807 then attempted to seize con trol 
of Egypt only to flee in the face of local resis tance led 
by Mehmet Ali. The Brit ish had in fact demanded access 
to the ports of Egypt before and disrupted its trade as 
the French were quit ting Egypt, prompting for bid ding 
warn ings from the Sublime Porte. Later, in 1808, they 
repeated their request for port access despite objec tions 
from the Sublime Porte.43 The cre a tion of “sta tions” for 
admiralties—be they coaling or vict ual sta tions—was 

far from a nat u ral pro cess. It car ried mate rial reper cus-
sions that could spell the col o ni za tion of a port. Naval 
sci ence was thus used to rewrite these oth er wise hid den 
nar ra tives of naval colo nial his tory in the first half of the 
nineteenth cen tury—much before the arrival of set tler-
colo nial ism or extrac tive colo nial ism in late nineteenth-
cen tury Egypt. More so, it points to the benign and slow 
devel op ment of a diff er ent form of sov er eignty than 
that of Hugo Grotius or John Selden, one that is colo-
nial. Could Britain, “the sov er eign of the seas,”44 and the 
“Maritime Powers”45 open and close the Med i ter ra nean 
as they so wished?

Colonial Sovereignty: Mare Clausum . . .  in the 
Nineteenth Century
As a con cept, sov er eignty at sea has been the o rized 
legally using mar i time cus tom. For Hugo Grotius, the 
ques tion of a free sea and free nav i ga tion, mare liberum, 
was an exten sion of nat u ral law. Those who vio lated this 
cus tom, and by exten sion those who attacked the allies 
of a state, could be attacked with out a dec la ra tion of 
war. Grotius pro duced this argu ment in 1603 to argue 
before the Amsterdam Admiralty Prize Courts to keep 
the booty of the Por tu guese Santa Catarina. The pre-
cur sor of the Dutch East India Company, the United 
Amsterdam Company, was oper at ing off the Malay-
sian Peninsula when its ally, the King of Johore, was 
attacked by Por tu guese ships. Such an argu ment was 
enough rea son for the sei zure of the Santa Catarina and 
the enshrine ment of the seas as a free space that was 
guarded by nat u ral law.46

Let us con sider the oppo site argu ment of John 
Selden. Selden advo cated for the abil ity of a pol ity to 
main tain a closed-off body of water, what is termed 
mare clausum, as part of the ter ri tory that belonged 
to it directly. Selden drew on the argu ment of sev eral 
papal bulls, such as Inter Caetra of 1493, to intro duce the 
con cept of ter ri to rial waters. He sought to prove that 
the very issu ing of these bulls, granting explored and 
unex plored ter ri tory to Spain and Portugal, rested on 
their prox im ity to the lines drawn by those papal bulls. 
Selden pro duced his work in the sev en teenth cen tury to 
safe guard English and Irish fish er ies in the North Sea.47 
He cited the col o nies under the con trol of Spain and 
Portugal as exam ples of the his toric cus toms of clos ing 
off the seas—just as the Romans had done when they 
con sid ered the Med i ter ra nean as their own lake: mare 
nos trum. The seas were some thing that could be con-
trolled, closed off, and drawn to their right ful ruler, 
their sov er eign.
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The Levant Crisis of 1839, to which this sec tion turns, 
furnishes us with a third posi tion, diff er ent than that of 
Hugo Grotius’s mare liberum and John Selden’s mare clau-
sum. It pres ents us with a com pel ling case that points us 
to the naval and colo nial gene al ogy of sov er eignty and 
governmentality in the nineteenth cen tury dur ing an 
alleged period of peace. The con flict between the pro-
vin cial gov er nor of Egypt, Mehmet Ali, and his mas-
ter the Sultan of the Sublime Porte—Sultan Mahmud 
II—has long been a con tro ver sial topic. Mehmet Ali’s 
cam paign to cap ture the Levant in 1831–33 began this  
bit ter rivalry that nation al ist his to ri og ra phy pres ents 
as the pre lude to Mehmet Ali’s odys sey for the inde-
pen dence of Egypt in 1839–41. Ultimately, in this nar-
ra tive, Mehmet Ali is stopped by the Euro pean pow ers, 
who inter vene to save the Sublime Porte. Others, how-
ever, down play Mehmet Ali’s resis tance and instead 
empha size his sub mis sion to the Sublime Porte in 
1840. A third and more nuanced argu ment pro duced 
by Khaled Fahmy instead pos its that Mehmet Ali did 
what any other ambi tious Otto man gov er nor would 
have done at the time: he used Egypt as an exten sion for 
his house hold. “Rather than see ing Mehmet Ali as striv-
ing to achieve inde pen dence on behalf of the Egyp tian 
Nation,” Fahmy pres ents an inci sive mid way argu ment: 
“Instead of view ing Great Britain as the main obsta cle 
in this endeavor,” Fahmy adds, “Mehmet Ali was seek ing 
the estab lish ment of a secure per sonal rule for him self 
and his house hold in Egypt.”48

Yet one piece of evi dence chal lenges the terra-cen-
tric his to ri og ra phy found in all  three ren di tions of the 
con flict. One clue as to the omit ted naval dimen sion 
of the con flict sur vives till today in the form of a con-
grat u la tory state ment issued to one of the Brit ish ship 
cap tains that par tic i pated in the cam paign to “pac ify” 
Mehmet Ali. Members of the Liverpool Association of 
Ship Masters issued a state ment con grat u lat ing Com-
modore Napier, who had con quered Acre and exe cuted 
a suc cess ful land ing, while repel ling Mehmet Ali’s forces 
and exe cut ing a vic tory for the Brit ish Empire and all  
of human civ i li za tion.49 These were the unsung heroes 
that made that vic tory suc cess ful. These ship wrights and 
arti fi cers worked hard and were man aged by naval com-
mis sion ers through a gov ern men tal and finan cial form 
of dis ci pline, a sys tem that was inherited from Sam uel 
Bentham’s man a ge rial scheme that built the wood mill 
inspec tion house—or the naval panopticon.

Brit ish sov er eignty over the seas was yet again 
witnessed by all  the “Maritime Pow ers”50 of the con-
flict who had weighed in and inter vened; proclaiming 

to mer chant ships in the Levant that a block ade was in 
effect.51 They foreclosed the pos si bil ity of rec on cil i a tion 
between Mehmet Ali and the Sultan while block ad ing 
the Med i ter ra nean until the London Convention could 
be implemented. The ques tion is not if Britain was an 
obsta cle to inde pen dence, for it was both vil lain and 
friend, but what it had done at sea to force Mehmet Ali 
to accept its dip lo matic terms. These were the naval 
dimen sions of the con flict that dem on strate Britain’s 
posi tion as the sov er eign of the seas, to bor row from 
Bowring, in exe cut ing her colo nial designs.

In 1839, the ruler of Egypt Mehmet Ali aimed to 
legit i mize the ter ri to ries he acquired from the Otto man 
Empire by force. The Otto man Empire, dis traught by 
this ren e gade prov ince that was grow ing in power and 
mov ing toward rec og ni tion by the Great Powers, struck 
against Mehmet Ali in the Levant. The Great Powers—
France, Britain, Austria, Prussia, and Russia—sought to 
rein in Mehmet Ali after his army defeated the Otto mans 
at the bat tle of Nizib in 1839. Subsequently, Britain drew 
up the London Convention for the pur poses of pac i fy-
ing Mehmet Ali. The annex of the London Convention 
of July 15, 1840, cre ated a united navy among the Brit ish, 
Otto man, and Austrian admiralties to engage the forces 
of Mehmet Ali and his navy. It spelled out cer tain con-
di tions for the pac i fi ca tion of the Levant: with drawal 
and evac u a tion of all  prov inces save for Egypt, return of 
the Otto man fleet that had defected to Alexandria after 
the bat tle of Nizib, and the sub mis sion of Mehmet Ali 
by apply ing Otto man law, treaties, and the pay ment of 
trib ute.

It was at that moment that the Great Powers of 
Europe posi tioned them selves as the Maritime Pow-
ers in order to safe guard the Bosporus but also use 
their power to force Mehmet Ali’s hand. The fear that 
Mehmet Ali could rec on cile with the Sultan owing to 
his pop u lar ity was real. The Kapudan Pasha of the Otto-
man Empire, Ahmed Fevzi Pasha, had defected to Alex-
andria in the mid dle of the con flict. Distraught by this 
“treach ery,” the Brit ish used their most pow er ful means 
to influ ence the dip lo matic tra jec tory of the con flict. 
The lords com mis sion ers of the admi ralty received new 
instruc tions to block ade the port of Alexandria and use 
any means at their dis posal to con vince Mehmet Ali to  
release the treach er ous Ahmet Fevzi Pasha along with his  
fleet.52 Should Mehmet Ali refuse, “Sir Robert Stopford 
should have recourse to any mea sures of com pul sion 
which he may think within the extent of his power.”53 
This included the sei zure of Egyp tian mer chant ships. 
Such mea sures were to be used to com pel Mehmet 
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Ali to release the ships and also per suade the Turk-
ish mar i ners to return of their own accord; it was not 
con tem plated that these mar i ners would want to stay 
in Egypt.54 The com bined fleet of Mehmet Ali and the 
Kapudan Pasha was the only thing that stood between 
the Maritime Powers and the Otto man Empire in terms 
of mar i time dom i na tion. Its return to Istanbul was the 
way to close the Levant Crisis while maintaining Euro-
pean mar i time dom i na tion of the Med i ter ra nean.

To enforce their deci sion to reign in Mehmet Ali, 
the Great Powers decided to of cially declare the straits 
to the Bosporus as mare clausum while mov ing to block-
ade the major ports of the Eastern Med i ter ra nean and 
mobi liz ing their fleets South.55 In effect, the Med i ter-
ra nean itself had become an entire lake that was under 
their con trol. A united navy under the con trol of the 
Brit ish would block ade the ports of the Eastern Med-
i ter ra nean to ini ti ate a land ing. With Brit ish and Aus-
trian cor vettes cruis ing in the Med i ter ra nean, Otto man 
sol diers disembarked and engaged Mehmet Ali’s army 
in the Levant and in Beirut. Brit ish cap tains took com-
mand of what remained of the Otto man Navy. A Brit ish 
of cer by the name of Charles Smith became Serasker 
for all  Otto man forces on land while Captain Baldwin 
Walker became naval admi ral of the Otto man Navy and 
became known as Yaver Pasha.56 Alexandria was block-
aded into sub mis sion by the com bined allied squad ron. 
Landing parties began to make way in Beirut under 
the pro tec tion of the Brit ish fleet with Otto man forces 
aboard and behind them in their ships. Under the com-
bined flag cre ated by the London Convention, Brit ish 
and Otto man troops landed in Beirut and proceeded to 
the moun tains as they sup plied reb els with mus kets and 
vict uals. A coaling sta tion and sup ply depot were set up 
in Cyprus where 10,000 Otto man reg u lar troops were 
dis patched.57 Money was poured into the pro cure ment 
of drom e dar ies, financed by the Brit ish admi ralty. The 
Otto mans empowered the Brit ish to hand the emirs of 
the moun tains near Beirut new firmans while tell ing 
them that Mehmet Ali had been removed as pasha.58 
The aim was to rein state Otto man sov er eignty by clos-
ing off and con trol ling the Med i ter ra nean and treating 
it—as the Romans had done—as the Western Powers’ 
own lake that they could close: mare nos trum.

The mea sure of “depos ing Mehmet Ali, was 
founded upon the con clud ing line of sec tion VII. in 
the sep a rate act [of the London Convention],” which 
was meant to “pac ify” the Levant Crisis.59 Other mea-
sures included the inves ti ture of all  the prov inces in his 
domain to other Viziers; in the mean time, a block ade 

would begin. Now that these prov inces were being dis-
mem bered from the House of Mehmet Ali, an Austrian 
cor vette went to Candia to deliver the firman of inves ti-
ture for the new pasha.60 The HMS Cyclops of the Brit-
ish admi ralty made sure that the emirs received their 
mus kets and gave cover to the men who descended 
from the moun tains to attack Ibrahim’s army. The Brit-
ish were to “orga nize a Guerilla war fare, which will 
destroy Ibrahim’s corps.” In Beirut 7,000 men began to 
maneu ver against Ibrahim Pasha, the son of Mehmet 
Ali and head of the Egyp tian army, under the cov er ing 
fire of the Cyclops.61 Through the of cers of the “Mari-
time Powers,” the self-anointed label of the Great Pow-
ers that appears in the cor re spon dence, a rebel lion was 
being engineered in the domains of Mehmet Ali. Finally, 
Mehmet Ali Pasha sub mit ted to the Brit ish and a firman 
was proclaimed on June 1, 1841, which granted Mehmet 
Ali the hered i tary right to rule Egypt.62 For Europe, 
this was a small price to pay to con clude a con flict that 
threat ened its mas tery of the Med i ter ra nean Sea.

What sep a rates the view of the sea as mare clau-
sum in the Levant Crisis, from the con cep tu al i za tions 
offered by Selden and Grotius, how ever, is its foun da-
tional char ac ter for the cre a tion of a new mar i time sov-
er eign order.63 The annex to the London Convention 
broke ancient cus tom and opened the Bosporus Straits 
to the Great Powers.64 Simultaneously, the straits to the 
Bosporus were declared mare clausum while the rest 
of the ports of the Eastern Med i ter ra nean were block-
aded. Mehmet Ali expe ri enced a form of mar i time col-
o ni za tion from afar—with out set tler, admin is tra tive, 
or extrac tive colo nial ism. This was diff er ent than the 
Span ish cases that Selden cited that involved set tler 
colo nial ism. The Med i ter ra nean was thus sealed off and 
Mehmet Ali was made to sub mit to the Great Powers. 
Alexandria was block aded and its mar i time bor ders 
were dis mem bered from it. The power to open and 
close seas was no less than an act of sov er eignty by the 
Great Powers.

The Levant Crisis enshrined a new polit i cal order 
that set cer tain con di tions for Mehmet Ali to receive  
the hered i tary right to rule Egypt that he so keenly 
fought for. In this polit i cal order, Alexandria was not the 
port that it was before, nor did it have a mighty navy to 
pro tect it. Henceforth Mehmet Ali’s navy, which fought 
in Navarino against Europe in 1827, would be dimin-
ished de jure in exchange for rec og ni tion. The inves ti-
ture firman of Mehmet Ali was issued by the Sublime 
Porte with these same con di tions repeated. Most note-
wor thy was the mar i time dimen sion to these con di tions: 
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Mehmet Ali was for bid den from build ing iron clads. 
Mare clausum was not a con cept of the sev en teenth-
cen tury past, but it sur vived until the nineteenth cen-
tury. To Mehmet Ali, the Med i ter ra nean would become  
a for eign body of water in which his dimin ished navy 
could not sail securely as it did before 1839. To enshrine 
this foun da tional moment, his suc ces sor Abbas I would 
send a ship each year to the Sublime Porte as trib-
ute; sym bol i cally pledg ing the naval alle giance to the  
Sultan.65

It is worth con sid er ing how a terra-cen tric con-
cep tu al i za tion of sov er eignty not only omits these 
details, but arrives at a lim ited under stand ing of this 
foun da tional moment. Similar to the work of Giancarlo 
Casale,66 the mar i time gene al ogy of sov er eignty in the 
Levant Crisis dem on strates how Otto man rule was 
medi ated through a mar i time encoun ter at sea. Stick-
ing to stan dard his to ries of the rise and decline of 
empires through land bat tles, tax a tion, and con scrip-
tion runs the risk of tell ing a story that largely mir rors 
that of Europe’s own emer gence,67 a story that has—as 
of late—been dis puted.68

In Egypt, land-based his to ries and con cep tu al i za-
tions of sov er eignty focus on the acqui si tion of ter ri-
tory and the birth of a bureau cracy through the army 
after the 1822 decree man dat ing con scrip tion.69 In 
1831–40, Mehmet Ali was at the apo gee of his rule after 
he enlarged his fief dom—cap tur ing ter ri tory in Sudan, 
Hejaz, Crete, and Yemen—through an army that even 
threat ened the Sublime Porte. Deploying the stan dard 
rise and decline par a digm of impe rial his tory, Mehmet 
Ali’s fief dom was dimin ished fol low ing the con clu sion 
of the Levant Crisis and he returned as a loyal Otto man 
vas sal. A sea borne gene al ogy of sov er eignty, in con trast, 
shows that the House of Mehmet Ali, and the first birth 
pangs of Egypt as a ter ri tory rec og nized by the Great 
Powers in 1841, was a still born birth. In this way, the 
sov er eignty of the Egyp tian prov ince was first medi ated 
through the seas in 1840 and sub se quently enshrined 
by the Maritime Powers in the London Convention. But 
curi ously, this ver sion of sov er eignty had cer tain lim-
its, mak ing it in effect sub ser vi ent to Euro pean colo-
nial designs. In exchange for rec og ni tion, Mehmet Ali’s 
navy had to be dis man tled and so too were its arse nals 
along with his ships that were bro ken up.70 What most 
peo ple think of as a land-based gene al ogy for sov er-
eignty—mean ing rec og ni tion of a ter ri tory, the rais-
ing of a stand ing army, and a monop oly on the use of 
force—71 all  emerged through a mar i time war. In this 
way, the quin tes sen tial unit of anal y sis for sov er eignty  

and governmentality, the army and the bar racks that 
Foucault wrote about,72 may not help fur ther our under-
stand ing of how gov ern ment was first pro duced. But 
instead, could the ship hold the key? This is what the 
next sec tion turns to.

Governmentality at Sea and in the Colonies
To con trol the seas, as well as extend sov er eignty over 
them, required pow er ful ships. What kept the Brit ish 
admi ralty dur ing the Levant con flict afloat, how ever, as 
a well-oiled and well-funded machine were its gov ern-
men tal com mis sion ers, accoun tants, and mag is trates 
on land, in its arse nals, and in its dock yards. Like the 
Liverpool ship-mas ters’ asso ci a tion, these were the 
unsung heroes that vict ualled its ships, repaired them, 
and made sure that there were enough resources and 
credit to finance these expe di tions. The dis ci pline of 
these seamen was key to maintaining Britain as “the 
Sovereign of the seas.”73

More impor tantly, it required well-dis ci plined sail-
ors who could man these ships. Before the mod ern and 
Foucauldian con cept of dis ci pline emerged, there was 
the older con cept of naval dis ci pline.74 Indeed, the car-
di nal defi  ni tion of naval dis ci pline given by admi rals in 
the eigh teenth cen tury was “the man age ment of each 
indi vid ual ship in action,” and so too the con cept applied 
to indi vid u als them selves.75 In this way governmental-
ity too was nego ti ated through a naval encoun ter that 
emerged through the ship but in a chi me ri cal way. There 
was no tran si tion sim i lar to that which occurred on land 
where the sov er eign’s right to pun ish was checked. 
Rather, it involved a mélange of both sov er eign and gov-
ern men tal power fused into one. To be the sov er eign 
of the seas required a well-oiled navy that dis ci plined 
its sail ors, vict ualled its ships, and repaired them—the 
prison was not the first arche typal insti tu tion of dis ci-
pline that pro duced governmentality.

Naval cus tom treated ship cap tains and com mand-
ers as kings of their ships because of their abil ity to hand 
down, and dis pense with, the law to dis ci pline their sea-
men. The eigh teenth- and nineteenth-cen tury license 
of admi rals to hold tri als exem pli fied this ex nihlo sov-
er eign power that was del e gated to them: “For the bet-
ter maintaining a proper gov ern ment and strict dis ci-
pline in the squad ron under your com mand,” read the 
instruc tions; “we do hereby autho rize and empower you  
to call and assem ble courts mar tial as often you shall see 
occa sion.”76 Ship cap tains were their own sov er eigns 
who legislated their laws aboard these ships in order to 
rule over their sail ors. The spec ter of muti nies and the 
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loss of heavily prized and costly ships meant that cer-
tain mea sures had to be put in place to pre vent the fall 
of Royal Navy ships into the hands of the enemy. Where 
land armies could drill their pla toons into dis ci pline the 
ship could not, and so it had to rely on this sys tem of 
cor po real pun ish ment.

Ships also needed naval dis ci pline to make sure 
sail ors could account for unknown winds and tides that 
could turn the ship over.77 Naval dis ci pline was also 
nec es sary to keep the ship from fall ing to enemy hands 
and defecting, as was the case with the Otto man fleet 
in the Levant War. The ship was a proto-state that had 
its own king—its cap tain—and its own gov ern ment 
that ran these indi vid u als. Indeed, one could also argue 
that many of the func tions of mod ern gov ern ment had 
a countervailing sea borne gene al ogy through the fig ure 
of the ship.78

The late Foucault was not far off from argu ing just 
this when he stated “that gov ern ment is concerned 
with things under stood . . .  is read ily con firmed by the 
inev i ta ble met a phor of the ship.” To be  able to enshrine 
polit i cal order and sov er eignty at sea required a well-
func tion ing ship. Governmentality, like terra-cen tric 
gene al o gies of sov er eignty, also had an originary tale 
at sea. “What is to gov ern a ship?” Foucault asked. His 
answer was exten sive: “What char ac ter izes gov ern ment 
of a ship is the prac tice of establishing rela tions between 
the sail ors, the ves sel, which must be safeguarded, the 
cargo, which must be brought to port, and their rela tions 
with all  those even tu al i ties like winds, reefs, storms and 
so on.”79

The fig ure of the ship was also where gov ern ment, 
in the form of finan cial inge nu ity, began. Previously, 
authors such as Charles Tilly argued that the state 
emerged in Western Europe through the monop oly 
on the use of force. This monop oly of force was used 
through an army to enforce the abil ity of the state to tax 
its cit i zens and spend that money as legislated by par-
lia ment. In this nar ra tive, account ing and the monop oly 
on tax a tion by the state emerged through the devel op-
ment of an army. But is that the case for an island state 
such as Britain? Brit ish naval his to ri ans pro vide one of 
the most impor tant inter ven tions into the his tory of the 
state. They con vinc ingly argue that in the case of Brit-
ain it was the navy, before the army, that guaranteed a 
steady sup ply of rev e nue to the trea sury through the 
pro tec tion of mer chant fleets.80

Governmentality at sea was not just about dis ci-
pline aboard ships. Naval ships required finan cial dis-
ci pline and a con tin u ous sur veil lance of expen di ture 

through account ing to guar an tee they were in tip-top 
fight ing con di tion. It should come there fore as no sur-
prise that Brit ish naval his to ri ans dem on strated that in 
man ag ing the rev e nues of the mer chant fleet, and the 
Brit ish Navy’s resource at large, its account ing insti tu-
tions predated those of the Brit ish state. In doing so, 
they inverted the Gladstonian nar ra tive of lib eral par-
liamentarianism as the motor force behind the devel-
op ment of fis cal dis ci pline of the Brit ish state. Indeed, 
their con tri bu tion dem on strated that the insti tu tions 
of finance normally asso ci ated with fis cal dis ci pline, 
such as the Bank of England, emerged first to man age 
the Navy’s float ing debt.81 Accounting his to ri ans took 
for granted the claim that with the rise of lib eral parlia-
mentarianism the Brit ish state pro duced the nec es sary 
account ing mech a nisms to man age its taxes and expen-
di ture, as evidenced by the 1866 Brit ish Exchequer and 
Audit Act of 1866.82 In con tra dis tinc tion, the admi ralty 
conducted audits and had a chief comp trol ler gen eral as 
early as the sev en teenth cen tury.83

Once William III of Orange con quered England 
in the Glorious Revolution of 1688, he set about to 
reor ga nize the Navy. Not only did William dis band 
the “army,”84 but he also disbanded James’s child hood 
ofce: the board of admi ralty. In its place would be the 
com mis sion ers board of the admi ralty. As a com mis-
sioner’s ofce that had mem bers of par lia ment (MPs) 
in addi tion to Navy lords, William wanted to make sure 
the Navy—the real fight ing machine of the sov er eign in 
England—would be in his hands. He thus put it under 
the aus pices of par lia men tary com mis sion ers, and so 
began a sort of shift in the Navy from sov er eign power 
to gov ern men tal power.

There was no line that sep a rated the civil ian and 
mil i tary aspects of the navy. The ofce of the admi ralty 
was cre ated in 1690 to run the navy with the title of 
lord high admi ral at its head.85 The sig na tures attached 
to the act cre at ing the ofce of the admi ralty bear one 
of its future com mis sion ers: Sir John Houblon. As the 
first gov er nor of the Bank of England he also served as 
a com mis sioner on the board of admi ralty. The finances 
of the island of Britain were thus intertwined with its 
Navy.

With the shift to gov ern ment via com mis sion ers, 
the sov er eign’s con trol over the navy was less ened, pav-
ing the way for gov ern men tal con trol of the admi ralty. 
The reor ga ni za tion of the admi ralty as an ofce was a 
nec es sary arrange ment that complemented the cre a tion 
of the com mis sion ers board of admi ralty in 1689, pro-
mul gated in 1690 as an act by King William and Queen 
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Mary. The first lord of the admi ralty was also its chair; it 
consisted of seven other com mis sion ers between 1770 
and 1820, with only three of them seamen.86 Later dur-
ing the third Dutch war and the war with the French in 
1689, none of the com mis sion ers were seamen but all  
were civil ians who were pri mar ily mem bers of par lia-
ment, or “placemen.”87 Such a fact casts doubt on the 
nar ra tive of the navy as solely a mil i tary force, rather 
than a well-oiled machine man aged by civil ians.88

Among the first audits conducted by the board of 
admi ralty com mis sion ers was one in 1703. Its pur pose 
was to appraise the sys tem of vict uals. The find ings 
indicted sev eral vict ual con trac tors: pay ments to vict-
ual ling mer chants were made with out any method of 
ver i fi ca tion, and credit slips were not signed cor rectly. 
By 1706 ver i fi ca tion meth ods of sup plied vict uals were 
recorded in the accounts since each ship had a subac-
countant and a purser, upon whose receipt of the goods 
a pay ment slip would be issued.89 A clerk of the check 
would be in each port to col lect the subaccountants’ 
pay ment slips.90 Accountants, as much as the admi-
ralty’s fleet, enabled the navy to func tion prop erly. By  
the nineteenth cen tury, the com mis sion ers of the 
admi ralty liaised with the House of Commons through 
an assis tant finan cial sec re tary in order to approve 
the Navy’s bud get esti ma tes. Where did these fig ures  
come from and did they, as with the case of Sam uel 
Bentham, have a colo nial gene al ogy as well? To answer 
that ques tion requires a look at the career of one clerk 
that tra versed both worlds and who became an assis tant 
finan cial sec re tary: Gerald Fitzgerald.

As an army accoun tant clerk in 1864–66 Britain, 
Fitzgerald first went to India in 1869 as assis tant comp-
trol ler-gen eral and rose to the rank of accoun tant gen-
eral in 1872. He occu pied the post of accoun tant gen eral 
in India until 1876. Fitzgerald then departed for Egypt 
in 1877 to become sous-côntroleur des recettes as part of 
a colo nial con trol com mis sion over Egyp tian finances: 
the Caisse de la Dette Publique. In 1879 he sub se quently 
became direc tor gen eral of Public Accounts, where he 
remained until 1885. He then returned to the metropole 
as the chief accoun tant of the Navy and assis tant finan-
cial sec re tary until 1896. As he grew in stat ure from 
India to Egypt, Fitzgerald became the embodi ment of 
an impe rial bureau crat. His return to the metropole 
and repatriation of his exper tise, like Sam uel Bentham’s 
toward the end of his career, is what made him stand out.

Fitzgerald was not the first colo nial of cial to 
be rewarded with a post back at the metropole. Lord 
Northbrook, the first lord of the admi ralty was sent to 

Egypt in 1884 to inquire into the state of its finances, 
dem on strat ing how the admi ralty acted as a con duit for 
finan cial experts. George Goschen, another first lord of 
the admi ralty, was rewarded with the post after being 
sent to Egypt in 1876 as a rep re sen ta tive of the bond-
hold ers of Egyp tian debt.91

In Egypt, Fitzgerald’s work merited a spe cial men-
tion in the Earl of Cromer’s Modern Egypt. At first, 
“when the English took Egyp tian affairs in hand, the 
accoun tants in the employ ment of the Egyp tian Gov-
ernment were almost exclu sively Copts. Their sys tem of 
accounts was archaic.”92 The Brit ish, Cromer explained, 
“[were] to intro duce order into the Accounts Depart-
ment. This work was under taken by Sir Gerald Fitzger-
ald, who, by dint of untir ing indus try and per se ver ance, 
over came all  the very for mi da ble obsta cles which he 
had to encoun ter. The Egyp tian Accounts Department 
is now thor oughly well orga nized. It would be dif  cult 
to exag er ate the impor tance of this achieve ment.”93 
Cromer’s inter est in account ing is wor thy of con sid er-
ation with out com par ing it to that of Gerald Fitzgerald. 
This could be explained by the fact that his own colo-
nial career in Egypt started in March of 1877. In Egypt, 
Cromer, or Evelyn Baring then, was a young cap tain and 
com mis sioner of the Caisse de la Dette Publique, where 
he worked with Fitzgerald. Before that, he was in India 
as a sec re tary to Lord Northbrook. In Egypt, he rose to 
the rank of comp trol ler gen eral in 1879–80 and sub se-
quently con sul gen eral of Egypt. The link between both 
posi tions, comp trol ler gen eral and con sul gen eral, is no 
coin ci dence. It dem on strates how finance was the prism 
through which the Brit ish looked when rul ing Egypt.

Both Fitzgerald and Cromer arrived in Egypt 
together on March 12, 1877. They were empowered by a  
Novem ber 18, 1876, decree in which dual con trol by 
France and Britain was established over Egypt for the 
repay ment of her loans on behalf of the bond hold ers 
of Egyp tian debt. This involved two com mis sion ers 
appointed to the Caisse de la Dette Publique between 
England and France; one com mis sioner for expen di ture 
and another for receipts. As part of these ofces, there 
would also be two comp trol ler gen er als for each com-
mis sioner.94 Even in of cial cor re spon dence, Cromer 
holds the same view of Fitzgerald as he does in his rec-
ol lec tions, exclaiming that “this impor tant reform” that 
Fitzgerald instated was “an abso lutely essen tial pre lim-
i nary before fur ther improve ments in the fis cal sys tem 
could be under taken.”95 The abil ity to exact such “pre lim-
i nary” reforms, to Cromer’s mind, spelled the begin ning 
of a long and com plex power grab by Britain of Egypt.
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The story of how Britain came to con trol Egyp-
tian state finance through the “dual con trol” decree of 
Novem ber 18, 1876, and the breakup of the Khedival 
house hold, is known.96 Less known is what hap pened at 
a lower level to the Egyp tian accounts. Were they, as was 
represented by Cromer, the result of a series of mod ern-
i za tion efforts? To answer that ques tion requires a look 
at how the reforms of Fitzgerald, as opposed to of cials 
such as Cromer, were received.

Controlling Egyp tian Finance
Fitzgerald worked to stan dard ize finance in Egypt. He 
authored a long report on the state of irreg u lar taxes in 
1878 which reflected the diff er ent tax a tion schemes that 
each prov ince was sub ject to. Instead of the yamwiya, 
matlubat, and ‘uhda account ing led gers, Fitzgerald rec-
ommended abolishing them. In so doing he also recom-
mended doing away with the prev a lent sys tem of credit 
whereby each prov ince could post pone its debts by issu-
ing cred its to another depart ment. In many ways, this 
was the pre cur sory step to for mu lat ing a cen tral bureau 
that con trolled the finances of a coun try. Instead of fol-
low ing the inun da tion of the Nile, and maintaining tax 
col lec tion in kind and rel a tive to the fer til ity of the land, 
Fitzgerald recommended col lec tion of taxes in cash 
and complained of the cost of tax col lec tion in kind. 
Fitzgerald also called for the orga ni za tion of a cen sus 
of cat tle in order to bet ter col lect the ani mal-hus bandry 
tax while call ing for gen eral reform of the cen sus’s 
machin ery to increase its abil ity to col lect taxes. He 
complained of how the cen sus was ineff ec tive and not 
accu rate, pre vent ing the gov ern ment from collecting 
the real amount of taxes owed.97 Accounting was linked 
to both the cen sus and colo nial irri ga tion bureau crats. 
It was the com pli men tary gov ern men tal mech a nism to 
Brit ish colo nial irri ga tion of cials’ attempts to con tain, 
man age, and pro duce the water of the Nile.98

Fitzgerald’s mod ern finan cial reforms were used 
to rule Egypt and dic tate the bounds of what the Brit-
ish would accept polit i cally. Before Khedive Ismail was 
removed in 1879, an attempt was made by Egyp tian 
nation al ist Sherif Pasha to rule the coun try by assem-
bling a cab i net com pro mised of “gen u inely Egyp tian 
com po nents (d’éléments veritablement Égyptiens).”99 
The “ratio nal” finan cial plan, which was presented by 
the min is ter of finance and encour aged by the for eign 
pow ers, was rejected by the Khedive for it had “raised 
national sen ti ment against the cab i net (achève de sou-
lever contre le Cabinet le sen ti ment national).”100 As such, 
Sherif Pasha was entrusted with forming a gov ern ment 

in 1879, enacting an elec toral law, and implementing 
the nation al ists’ counter-plan. Yet things did not go as 
expected—pres sure did not come from above—but 
rather from below.

As soon as the cab i net was formed, Sherif Pasha 
wrote to M. Bellaigues de Bughas—the com mis sioner 
of debt in the Caisse de la Dette Publique—ask ing him 
and Lord Cromer to serve as the con trol ler-gen er als of 
expen di ture and receipts. Sherif Pasha had to appoint 
for eign ers to these posi tions to ful fill the obli ga tions 
of the Novem ber 1876 decree; oth er wise Egypt would 
be viewed as bank rupt. Bellaigues and Cromer both 
declined because they refused “to asso ci ate our selves 
with a finan cial plan which in our eyes was imprac ti ca ble, 
or with a change of sys tem which was in con tra dic tion to 
the engage ments recently taken by the Khedive towards 
the Brit ish and French Governments.”101 The phras ing by 
Cromer is key, for it did not out line the logic of ratio nal 
fru gal account keep ing—usu ally the veneer by which 
harsh account ing mea sures were taken—but instead 
it protested a depar ture from Brit ish and French styled 
“engage ments.” Such a “change of sys tem,” as Cromer 
put it, was not some thing that was up for con tem pla tion. 
Egypt was to con tinue to fol low the path set out for it by 
Britain. The ques tion then was not of supe ri or ity of Brit-
ish mod ern account keep ing, as Cromer claimed, but it 
was the pre sumed pref er ence of Euro pean account ing 
that was at play. Immediately, Sherif Pasha informed 
Foreign Secretary Sir Frank Lascelles that “he con sid-
ered our [Cromer’s and Bellaigues’s] refusal to take 
ofce [as hav ing] freed the Egyp tian gov ern ment from 
any respon si bil ity as the re-estab lish ment of the Con-
trol.”102 The con trol lers, most nota bly Gerald Fitzgerald 
and the com mis sioner in charge of the cadas tral sur vey, 
Sir Auckland Colvin, resigned. The rest of the story is 
known. Britain then moved to act in view of Egypt hav-
ing bro ken its inter na tional obli ga tions to repay its debt.

Although Cromer described this scheme as 
“impos si ble of exe cu tion,” and how it “crum bled to the 
ground and, in fail ing, overwhelmed its author,”103 this 
reflected Brit ish designs. Were Cromer’s words true that 
“if he had been  able to pay his debts, no excuse would 
have existed for fur ther inter fer ence from abroad?”104 
A look at the account ing machin ery of Fitzgerald shows 
oth er wise. Insofar as Fitzgerald stood loyal to a Brit ish 
sys tem of account ing, so too did he stand for Brit ish 
colo nial designs. Accounting and gov ern men tal reform 
went hand in hand with Brit ish designs for col o niz ing 
Egypt. By usurping Egypt’s coff ers under the rubric of 
mod ern i za tion, he was enacting a set of mea sures—or 
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pre cur sory “reforms,” as Cromer put it—to seize Egypt’s 
assets and install an appa ra tus of infor ma tion col lec-
tion under the guise of account ing and auditing checks. 
What fol lows are the details of the legal and account ing 
regime that governed Egypt’s loans.

Following these devel op ments, a pro posal was 
floated that Egyp tian rev e nues be “placed in the hands 
of of cers nom i nated by England and France exclu-
sively.”105 Yet again the Khedive was to issue a decree and 
per form it with out any author ship of its sub stance. The 
Caisse de la Dette Publique of 1876 was thus allowed to 
con tinue even if begrudg ingly and under the veneer of 
finan cial expe di ency.

With Fitzgerald back in power, an audit was quickly 
ordered pend ing such infor ma tion on June 1, 1879, 
addressed to the “superintending Consuls . . .  in Upper 
and Lower Egypt, requir ing them to fur nish Her Maj-
esty’s Agency with full and accu rate infor ma tion upon 
all  that is hap pen ing in the prov inces as regards the 
col lec tion of taxes and treat ment of the peas antry.”106 
Such a request came before the postoccupation cen sus 
of 1897. The audit would be the means by which Fitzger-
ald, the accoun tant gen eral, would be  able to ver ify 
that pay ments made were reflec tive of Egypt’s fis cal 
capac ity. Previously, taxes were levied en masse by the 
Sheikh al-Balad of each vil lage.107 This meant that such 
infor ma tion would only lie with him, and more impor-
tant, the entire com mu nity shared the tax bur den. The 
Brit ish audit under taken in 1879 gath ered infor ma tion 
while help ing to cement colo nial tax reform, projecting 
a new form of colo nial power under the guise of mod-
ern finan cial reform.

As Britain laid its hands on Egypt and gath ered 
more infor ma tion in 1879, it turned to the Khedive to 
con front him with his loan obli ga tions. With this infor-
ma tion in hand, the Rothschild Banking House asked 
for “addi tional secu rity for their loan.”108 The Khedive 
could not counter this power of account ing and audit 
of his coun try even if he Egyptianized it. Mr. Viv ian, the 
con sul gen eral, reported the con ver sa tion that he had 
when he trav eled from Alexandria to Cairo with Sherif 
Pasha. He con veyed to Sherif Pasha that Egypt had to 
issue a decree besides that of the April 22, 1879.109 Egypt 
could not merely assume to “reg u late the debts of the 
State at its own dis cre tion.”110 Thus the final nail had 
been struck in Ismail’s cof n, with the Brit ish “of cially 
recommending the Khedive to abdi cate . . .  and prom-
is ing him that we will con cur in the assign ment to him of a 
hand some Civil List and that we will not dis turb Prince 
Tewfik’s suc ces sion.”111

As a retired of cial, Fitzgerald sat on the board of 
sev eral Brit ish joint-stock com pa nies that oper ated in 
Egypt dur ing the turn of the nineteenth cen tury and the 
early twen ti eth cen tury.112 His leg acy was intertwined 
with the mer can tile lar gesse of colo nial Egypt. With 
such colo nial expe ri ence, he filled the London busi ness 
world’s need for a fru gal man ager and accoun tant to 
man age its over seas colo nial invest ment port fo lio.

The career of Fitzgerald was thus the embodi ment 
of how governmentality was first experimented with 
in the col o nies and repa tri ated to the metropole. He 
earned this rep u ta tion for what he did in Egypt, and  
later repa tri ated his exper tise to the Brit ish Navy. When 
he returned, and became assis tant finan cial sec re tary 
to the admi ralty, he helped nego ti ate the Navy esti-
ma tes in the House of Commons.113 So great was his 
colo nial exper tise that it jus ti fied “the depar ture from 
established prac tice” of inter nal hire from within the 
Navy’s own accoun tants.114 While in England, Fitzgerald 
worked as the accoun tant gen eral and then the assis tant 
finan cial sec re tary to over haul the Navy’s account ing 
sys tem. In 1886 he ini ti ated an audit of sev eral navy yards 
and their accounts while inau gu rat ing a new sys tem of 
labor pun ish ments in the form of fines for “idle ness at 
work, waste of stores and other offences.” Fitzgerald 
also par tic i pated in audit com mit tees them selves that 
looked into the Navy’s own accoun tant gen eral to adopt 
“mea sures to increase direct indi vid ual respon si bil ity” 
and to reform the “rela tion of the Central Department 
to the Accountant Ofcers in the var i ous Naval Estab-
lishments.”115 He was cen tral iz ing the Navy’s account ing 
arse nal in the same way he had done in Egypt, bring-
ing back his colo nial exper tise to inform that of the 
metropole. Fitzgerald and Lord Northbrook—who had 
also just returned from his trip in 1884 inquir ing into 
the state of Egyp tian finances—began an over haul of 
the Navy’s finance by insti tut ing “a sys tem of inde pen-
dent local exam i na tion of accounts by the Accountant-
General’s staff.” Northbrook asked that the accoun tant 
gen eral act as the assis tant to the finan cial sec re tary 
and work with par lia ment to fur nish sta tis tics but also 
pass the naval esti ma tes of each year.116 The institution-
alization of civil ian com mis sion ers in the admi ralty, 
who were not of cers but liaised with them to assure 
par lia ment some over sight was car ried out, was being 
fine-tuned by Northbrook and Fitzgerald. What Brit ish 
naval his to ri ans saw as the steady march toward fis cal 
dis ci pline through the navy had, as it turned out, come 
from Fitzgerald and Northbrook’s expe ri ence in the col-
ony of Egypt.
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Modern account ing, and its bureau cratic coun-
ter part of the audit, did not arrive to Egypt through 
benev o lent Brit ish exper tise. Rather, it came as a colo-
nial method of rule. What may be attrib uted to the 
governmentalization of rule, in fact, had come not as 
a bour geois tech nol ogy but through a colo nial encoun-
ter. Attending to this gene al ogy of sov er eignty and gov-
ernmentality through the seas thus shows the colo nial 
nature of gov ern ment.

Conclusion
The naval turn to the study of governmentality and sov-
er eignty dem on strates a diff er ent and new gene al ogy 
in which the col ony is situated not as lab o ra tory,117 but 
as the very first seed of governmentality that was later 
sown in the metropole. The story told here is one that 
shows how governmentality emerged as a chi me ri cal 
coun ter part of naval sov er eignty. Such an atten tion to 
naval sov er eignty shows that the Anglo-Egyp tian naval 
and colo nial encoun ters of 1807 and 1839–41 predated 
the con ven tional water shed of 1876 and 1882, when 
for eign colo nial finan cial con trol was insti tu tion al ized 
and the Brit ish occu pa tion of Egypt began. Instead, the 
story of the seas pro duces a diff er ent naval gene al ogy. 
It the o rizes how con cepts such as finan cial account ing 
and governmentality emerged through a naval encoun-
ter at sea in the same way that Jeremy Bentham’s pan-
opticon had its incep tion in his brother Sam uel’s wood 
mill inspec tion house in the col ony of Kirchev at its 
arse nal. The diff er ence being that in the case of the for-
mer, account ing was used to col o nize and con trol the 
finances of col o nies such as Egypt.

To be a sov er eign of the seas required a strong 
finan cial account ing sys tem, with out which the Brit-
ish Navy could not be the lean mean fight ing machine 
that it was. The 1924 Alexandria cus toms house sei zure 
encap su lates how Brit ish naval sov er eignty was pred i-
cated on these finan cial gov ern men tal tools that sup-
ported colo nial designs. Customs houses dou bled as 
key sights of gov ern ment by levy ing cus toms dues and 
also as sites of finan cial gov ern men tal con trol. By plac-
ing Brit ish of cers in cer tain key posi tions, such as head 
of cus toms in Alexandria, the Brit ish could con trol the 
port but also ben e fit from smug ling oper a tions.118 The 
power of cal cu la tion at ports—in collecting cus toms 
dues—was a con ten tious ques tion in the early twen ti-
eth cen tury in Alexandria. But it was more con ten tious 
because it was the Achil les heel of the nation al ist gov-
ern ment, which col lected a good part of its rev e nue as 
cus toms dues.

Financial man age ment of col o nies, in the form of 
gov ern ment, was made pos si ble by naval accoun tants 
who repa tri ated their colo nial exper tise back to the 
metropole, show ing the naval and colo nial roots of gov-
ernmentality.119 Naval fig ures such as Gerald Fitzger-
ald and Lord Northbrook became key colo nial fig ures 
whose careers did not end with retire ment. Fitzgerald’s 
work reshuffling Egyp tian finance helped the Brit ish 
rule Egypt through account ing. Yet his power extended 
beyond his career and con tin ued with the reform of the 
Brit ish admi ralty and sub se quent man age ment of joint-
stock com pa nies. The work of Fitzgerald and North-
brook in Egypt embod ied the impe rial career of naval 
bureau crats for whom Brit ish account ing and gov ern-
men tal reform—and the birth of fis cal respon si bil ity in 
London—had its roots in the col o ni za tion of Egypt.
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