
other hand, profits in several divisions proved to be elusive, and by 1987, a major crisis,
precipitated by the —with hindsight—unwise acquisition of ISC, an American defence
company, was just around the corner.

All this is well told and hard to fault. However, given Wilson’s business school back-
ground, the case study might have been completed by extending the narrative to cover
Ferranti’s bankruptcy in 1993 (we are promised a third volume which will do this). In
places, the author’s measured assessment of the company and its strategies could have
been jettisoned in favour of something a little more adventurous (for example, when
examining the murkier aspects of defence contracting). Here, perhaps, a deeper trawl of the
records might have encouraged firmer conclusions. While Wilson refers to Ferranti’s ‘rich
set’ of business archives, the endnotes suggest that he did not venture too far from the
board minutes. These quibbles aside, this is an exemplary piece of professional business
history. Ferranti lies at the heart of the critical debates about British manufacturing
competitiveness from the 1960s: the decline of traditional sectors; the strength of the
American challenge; the limitations imposed by Britain’s market characteristics and
equivocal government support; a high rate of inventiveness, but more faltering efforts to
develop new products. It is a strength of the book thatWilson presents his case study in this
broader context, and the final chapters are particularly revealing. Published to a high
standard and at a competitive price by the emerging business history publishers Crucible
Books, this is an impressive study of late twentieth-century adaptation and change in the
British economy. I look forward to reading the next instalment of this fascinating account.

terry gourvishLondon School of Economics & Political Science

William Beinart and Lotte Hughes, Environment and empire (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2007. Pp. ix + 395. 13 illus. ISBN 9780199260317 Hbk. £35/$70)

This comprehensive survey of the role of the environment in the shaping of the British
empire focuses on the history of its commodities. Beinart and Hughes provide students or
scholars unfamiliar with the topic a highly accessible review of recent research into the
legacy of empire’s environment.

Many historians investigating colonial and postcolonial heritage have, over the past
decades, focused on the cultural and ecological history of imperialism. This trend follows
a general shift away from political and economic histories towards a broader understanding
of the role of the environment within empires. In the case of scientific practices, for
example, this cultural turn has revealed fresh understandings of the relation between places
of research in the periphery and central academic institutions.This is similar to the history
of commodities, which documents the ways in which things were collected within the
empire and consumed to the benefit of those in power.

Beinart and Hughes have done a fine job in synthesizing historical research and the
manner in which various commodities shaped not only the environment, but also the
demography and urban dynamics within the empire.They show the ways in which material
factors caused environmental changes, with a focus on how commodities produced in the
empire fuelled European consumption.The key they use to unlock this multisided history
is ‘commodity frontiers and commodity chains’, by distinguishing between ‘many different
moving, imperial, economic frontiers’ such as settlement, trade, and agricultural and
financial commodities (p. 2).

The first chapters deal with topics as diverse as the environmental history of slavery; the
fur trade in Canada; hunting and wildlife in southern Africa; scientific exploration and
travelling; sheep pastures and demography in Australia; forests and forestry in India; and
water irrigation in Egypt. To keep such diverse topics in a coherent whole is a daunting
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task, and the authors move through the material well when presenting a narrative of
environmental degradation along these commodity frontiers. The next chapters focus on
the environmental history of colonial cities, the role of plagues, the history of tsetse-related
deceases, scientists and environmental conservation, and different images of what was
natural within the empire. These are intriguing topics. The chapter on colonial urbanism
represents, perhaps, the highlight of the book, as cities have often been ignored by
historians of the environment. The last chapters are devoted to resource management of
rubber in Malaysia; exploration of oil in Kuwait; local resistance to various colonial
administrative regimes; the growth of tourism in national parks; and post-colonial prob-
lems related to indigenous environmental rights and knowledge.

In presenting this large quantity of material, Beinart and Hughes hardly discuss the ways
in which the environment in the empire came to affect central imperial institutions and
powers.This is puzzling, as historians of botanical gardens, for example, have documented
a rich reciprocal relationship between the workings of central scientific institutions and
environmental management at the periphery of the empire. At the heart of this connection
were natural history museums located in London, and their historians have shown how a
centralized scientific order of knowledge represented ways to master landscapes and people
at the frontiers of the empire. Yet the authors do not draw connections between the
environmental history of the British Isles and that of the empire. As it was mainly people
working with environmental issues around the empire who started the environmental
movement on the British Islands, it is important to understand the reciprocal relationship
between events both at the centre and the periphery of imperial power.

The book relies almost exclusively on secondary material, and it is written largely as an
introduction for students of history, geography, and environmental studies. Students
reading this book, however, will hardly be exposed to methodological perspectives which
have framed historical studies of the British empire. It is instead written in a factual
manner. Moreover, issues related to the culture of Orientalism have been left out. Thus,
tellingly, the works of Edward W. Said are not in the reading list. Perspectives and insights
of some of the historians quoted and referred to in the book are therefore lost. As a result,
the book is mostly of encyclopedic value.This criticism should not overshadow the fact that
Beinart and Hughes have written a fine review of the current research into how the
environment shaped the empire and vice versa.

peder ankerUniversity of Oslo

Denis P. O’Brien, History of economic thought as an intellectual discipline (Cheltenham and
Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar, 2007. Pp. xii + 430. ISBN 9781847202598 Hbk.
£89.95/$160)

The essays in this volume include a survey of classical economics, a review of Alfred
Marshall’s correspondence, a study of the LSE economist Edwin Cannan, and no fewer
than three essays on Friedrich Hayek, together with essays on J. R. McCulloch and
Paul A. Samuelson as historians of economic thought. What gives the book a coherence
that one would not expect to find in a volume with such a table of contents is the opening
essay, from which the title of the book is taken, and the two subsequent chapters, grouped
with it under the heading of ‘methodology’.

The history of economic thought is, for O’Brien, tied closely to economics. It is a
discipline to be undertaken by those with a training in economics, for this is needed to
understand the techniques used by economists. He points out that, although most of his
career was spent undertaking research on the history of economic thought, he taught
international economics regularly, a subject that became progressively more technical
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