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Abstract
This article explores the nineteenth-century view that the organization of maritime

safety – the ability to control or circumvent the natural forces of waterways and ensure

safe navigation and rescue at sea – was one of several ‘standards of civilization’ attributable
to western states that would justify a derogation of a state’s sovereignty if not met. It inves-

tigates this hierarchical understanding by discussing examples of maritime safety in the con-

text of colonialism and informal imperialism. Focusing on three examples of trans-imperial

projects at chokepoints of global navigation – Cape Guardafui, Cape Spartel and the

Bosporus Strait – the article shows how this standard was an argumentative foundation

on which powers could agree to exchange, cooperate and collaborate in response to mari-

time hazards. These projects show different configurations of sovereignty: the vertical rela-

tionship of a hierarchy between sovereign and less than fully sovereign nations as well as the

horizontal relationship of a shared sovereignty between empires.
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In 1879, Travers Twiss, a prominent legal scholar who embodied the complicity of law in
the imperialist project by championing Leopold II’s occupation of the Congo, gave a
lecture on the ‘International Conventions for the Maintenance of Sea-Lights’ at the
Seventh Annual Conference of the Association for the Reform and Codification of the
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Law of Nations. He argued that sea-lights were an ‘invention of the European mind’ (a claim
complicated by the fact that the first known light tower, the Pharos of Alexandria, was built
in North Africa), perfected by recent technological advances in French and British engineer-
ing. At the time, Twiss claimed, lighting technology had advanced to the extent that states
had a duty to ensure its satisfactory and trustworthy application worldwide. Twiss described
three models through which such services were then being provided: first, by a state levying
duties in a port under its rule; second, free of charge, as in the United States or Japan; or
third, by an ‘international lighthouse’ – an arrangement based on the joint contributions
of interested maritime states in cases where a coastal power was unable to operate necessary
safety structures or the levying of dues in a nearby port was impractical. It was this third
model that Twiss aimed to promote in his lecture. While he referred to the ‘benefit of all
passing vessels of every nationality’ and ‘the interest of humanity’, his concern was
mainly with improving maritime safety and security along routes beneficial to European
trade, consumption and colonial expansion.1

Even on the eve of high imperialism, this proposal for an ‘international concert to light up
the dangerous portions of theAfrican seaway’,2 in particular, was not unconventional. Despite
the textbook definition of imperialism as largely about the competition among colonial
empires, the fight for markets, establishing spheres of interest and the scramble for territories,3

a growing field of trans- and inter-imperial history shows that there were in fact plenty of
examples in which nineteenth-century imperial powers and their agents worked together –
knowingly or unknowingly and even across political aisles and in mutually disputed
regions of the globe – to pursue shared interests.4 The reasons for this type of cooper-
ation, collaboration or exchange were often a collectively perceived threat or hazard,5

1. Published as a booklet: Travers Twiss, On International Conventions for the Maintenance of
Sea-Lights (London, 1879).

2. Twiss, On International Conventions, 24.
3. See, for example, the introduction of the seminal John Atkinson Hobson, Imperialism: A

Study (New York, 1902). For a similar but more nuanced definition, see Gregor
Schöllgen and Friedrich Kießling, Das Zeitalter des Imperialismus (Berlin, 2009), 1–6.

4. Christoph Kamissek and Jonas Kreienbaum, ‘An Imperial Cloud? Conceptualising
Interimperial Connections and Transimperial Knowledge’, Journal of Modern European
History, 14, No. 2 (2016), 164–82; Daniel Hedinger and Nadin Heé, ‘Transimperial
History – Connectivity, Cooperation and Competition’, Journal of Modern European
History, 16, No. 4 (2018), 429–52. On the trans-imperial connections of smaller
European powers, see Bernhard C. Schär and Mikko Toivanen, eds., Integration and
Collaborative Imperialism in Modern Europe: At the Margins of Empire, 1800–1950
(London, 2024).

5. While this article uses the term ‘maritime safety’ (in response to unintentional threats) rather
than ‘maritime security’ (in response to intentional threats), there are important overlaps
between these two concepts as well as related practices and discourses. See Beatrice de
Graaf, Ozan Ozavci and Erik de Lange, eds., Securing Empire: Imperial Cooperation and
Competition in the Nineteenth Century (London, 2024); Benedikt Stuchtey and Andrea
Wiegeshoff, ‘(In-)Securities across European Empires and Beyond: Mapping a New
Research Field’, Journal of Modern European History, 16, No. 3 (2018), 321–34; Eckart
Conze, Geschichte der Sicherheit: Entwicklung – Themen – Perspektiven (Göttingen, 2018).
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an opportunity that would in the long term bolster the position of a single imperial
power, or both. To achieve these objectives, international conferences and organizations
were often the instrument of choice. Indeed, it seems that the early history of inter-
national organizations was entangled with informal forms of imperial expansion.6

Many of these inter-imperial arrangements dealt with water in general or the sea in
particular. This follows logically from the way in which imperialism ushered in a funda-
mental transformation of human relationships with nature in general and water in particu-
lar to render territories conquerable and exploitable. Historians have long recognized the
importance of waterways as crucial in this context.7 However, despite its fluid and con-
nective nature, water is ‘unruly’.8 Meteorological phenomena, water currents or geo-
logical features along coasts or the seabed could easily disrupt maritime connections.
Water could rapidly become a threat to ships, crews, passengers and cargo, and therefore
needed to be managed. Maritime safety could thus simultaneously have a strategic, eco-
nomic and humanitarian rationale. In western national contexts, nineteenth-century mari-
time safety, whether concerned with prevention or with relief in the aftermath of ship
accidents, was increasingly provided either by state authorities such as coastguards or
by volunteer lifesaving organizations and private companies (for example, privately
run lighthouses or salvage companies) that entered into agreements with states. The rela-
tionship between these maritime services and the domestic sovereignty of states can be
thought of in manifold ways, although, depending on local contexts and the services ren-
dered, their pertinence varies. For example, the provision of these services may be
explained through biopolitical reasoning, aiming to preserve the integrity of the popula-
tion,9 or through institutional economics, explaining the profitability (or lack thereof) of a
public good such as a lighthouse.10

However, there is also a moral dimension hinted at in Twiss’s lecture: both the ability
to tame or circumvent the natural forces of waterways and to provide safety and humani-
tarian lifesaving at sea were considered by diplomats and scholars characteristics of

6. Madeleine Herren, ‘International Organizations, 1865–1945’, in Jacob Katz Cogan, Ian
Hurd and Ian Johnstone, eds., The Oxford Handbook of International Organizations
(Oxford, 2016), 95.

7. Most recently by Corey Ross, Liquid Empire: Water and Power in the Colonial World
(Princeton, NJ, 2024), 4–9.

8. Sunil S. Amrith, Unruly Waters: How Rains, Rivers, Coasts and Seas Have Shaped Asia’s
History (New York, 2018).

9. Johannes F. Lehmann, ‘Infamie versus Leben: Zur Sozial- und Diskursgeschichte der
Rettung im 18. Jahrhundert und zur Archäologie der Politik der Moderne’, in Johannes
F. Lehmann and Herbert Thüring, eds., Rettung und Erlösung: Politisches und religiöses
Heil in der Moderne (Paderborn, 2015), 45–66.

10. Initially, the lighthouse served economists (as early as John Stuart Mill) as an example to
demonstrate the need for government intervention, as it was difficult for private entities to
charge passing ships and thus recover the costs of construction and maintenance through
profit. The thesis of the impossibility for this kind of service to be provided by private com-
panies has since been nuanced. Theresa Levitt, ‘When Lighthouses Became Public Goods:
The Role of Technological Change’, Technology and Culture, 61, No. 1 (2020), 144–72.
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‘civilized’ states.11 In order to respond to an unprecedented expansion of maritime trade
and naval activity driven by the advent of steamships and international telegraph net-
works, western nations covered their coastlines with navigation aids during the second
half of the nineteenth century. From 1860 to 1885, the number of lighthouses in
western states grew significantly (in France by 35 per cent, Britain by 68 per cent, the
United States by 84 per cent, Russia by 174 per cent and Germany by 212 per cent).
This increase was sustained by a number of important advances in lighting technology,
such as the Fresnel lens in combination with oil lamps and, less practically, arc lighting.12

At the same time, the long nineteenth century saw a growing acceptance in western
societies of the imperative of saving drowning and shipwrecked persons – an imperative
that translated not only into the creation of national lifesaving organizations, but also into
soft and hard law prescribing the duty to assist ships in distress and the people on board,
ultimately also on an international level.13 This imperative was accompanied – and rein-
forced – by the availability of increasingly professional lifesaving technology. For the
lifeboat alone, the century saw an evolution from pulling to sailing, steam- and motor-
driven craft.14 As this form of technically advanced, ‘enlightened’ governance of mari-
time safety was considered an attribute of ‘civilized’ states, it could serve as a standard
to describe a hierarchy between ‘core’ western states and peripheral states that were
not (or not yet) considered fully sovereign, and therefore not part of the ‘society of
nations’.15 Twiss’s thinking was very much in line with this view and was typical of a
broader current of nineteenth-century legal thought that justified interventions on the
basis of civilizational hierarchies. This study therefore returns frequently to Twiss as a
reference point, not only because he articulated these hierarchies clearly, but also
because of his particular concern with maritime safety.

After further expanding on the role of maritime safety in colonial and imperial agendas,
this article focuses more thoroughly on three case studies of inter-imperial projects that
reflect this hierarchy and show different configurations of sovereignty. They highlight
both the vertical hierarchy between sovereign and less-than-fully sovereign nations and
the horizontal relationship of shared sovereignty between empires. They are a reflection
of what Lauren Benton has described as the messiness of ‘layered and divided sovereignty’

11. For a similar interpretation of Twiss, see Andrew Fitzmaurice, King Leopold’s Ghostwriter:
The Creation of Persons and States in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton, NJ, 2021), 218–
21. For examples of how projects of environmental control could both bolster state authority
and be presented, morally, as being in the interests of humanity, see David Blackbourn, The
Conquest of Nature: Water, Landscape, and the Making of Modern Germany (New York,
2007), 3, 10, 41, 164.

12. Michael Brian Schiffer, ‘The Electric Lighthouse in the Nineteenth Century: Aid to
Navigation and Political Technology’, Technology and Culture, 46, No. 2 (2005), 275–305.

13. For a comprehensive analysis of this process, see the contribution by Henning Trüper in this
forum.

14. Clayton Evans, Rescue at Sea: An International History of Lifesaving, Coastal Rescue Craft
and Organisations (London, 2003), 86.

15. See the analogous argument by Yao on the ecological governance of rivers in nineteenth-
century Europe. Joanne Yao, The Ideal River: How Control of Nature Shaped the
International Order (Manchester, 2022), 12–13.

70 International Journal of Maritime History 38(1)



that characterized the spaces of empires in the nineteenth century – and contrasted with
older accounts of the history of sovereignty in western Europe centred on territorial
control.16 The case studies concern three naval chokepoints that were crucial to the informal
and formal expansion of European empires: Cape Guardafui, Cape Spartel and the
Bosporus. Accordingly, they have left a wealth of traces in the national archives of
Germany, Britain and France, on which this article is based.

Maritime safety within the scope of the colonizing project
There is a long historical tradition of analysing the role of technology and science in the
imperial project.17 Yet the role of maritime safety technology – such as lighthouses, light-
ships and other types of navigational aids – as ‘tools of empire’ has been largely ignored
in this history, as Eric Tagliacozzo has noted.18 These tools had several functions. In add-
ition to the monetary loss of shipwrecked vessels, the incapacity to control disasters more
generally, and maritime accidents in particular, called into question the technological
superiority of the colonizer over the colonized, in line with the hierarchical thinking
that Twiss laid out. It was in the colonizer’s interest to show superiority in that regard.
Most importantly, maritime safety structures were, in a practical sense, part of a security
infrastructure that supported the rule and exploitation of colonies.

Germany is a rewarding example in this context. In contrast to other European powers,
it took possession of its colonies comparatively late – a development made possible by
the founding of the Kaiserreich in 1871. At least in some sections of the German
public, unification had sparked high hopes for the global reach of German culture and
political influence, and for the establishment of markets for the new nation, and it also
provided a unifying objective in the face of domestic social tensions.19 German colonial
ambitions coincided with a time when technologies of maritime safety were flourishing.
Accordingly, the archives of the Colonial Department of the German Foreign Ministry
contain a wealth of material on these safety issues.20 The documents range from

16. Benton makes reference to other arrangements such as colonial enclaves or military and
trading outposts, but the same applies to arrangements for maritime safety and security.
Lauren A. Benton, A Search for Sovereignty: Law and Geography in European Empires,
1400–1900 (Cambridge, 2010), 280.

17. Daniel R. Headrick, The Tools of Empire: Technology and European Imperialism in the
Nineteenth Century (Oxford, 1981); Robert Kubicek, ‘British Expansion, Empire, and
Technological Change’, in Andrew Porter, ed., The Oxford History of the British Empire,
Volume III: The Nineteenth Century (Oxford, 1999), 247–69.

18. Eric Tagliacozzo, In Asian Waters: Oceanic Worlds from Yemen to Yokohama (Princeton,
NJ, 2022), 315.

19. Sebastian Conrad, German Colonialism: A Short History, trans. Sorcha O’Hagan
(Cambridge, 2014), 25.

20. Exemplary are several folders in the Bundesarchiv (German Federal Archives in
Berlin, hereafter BA), R 174-F/1272-1275, Seezeichen of the Schutzgebiet
Deutsch-Neuguinea (circa 1912–1914); BA R 175-I/177 and 758, Leuchtturmprojekte-
und wärter in Kamerun (circa 1900–1906); several folders in BA R 151/1779-82,
Hafensachen, Betonnung und Befeuerung der Küste, Kaiserliches Gouvernement in
Deutsch-Südwestafrika (circa 1899–1914).
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coastal charts and discussions about appropriate locations for beacons and lighthouses to
orders for technology and labour contracts for German or indigenous staff. They are evi-
dence of the importance that the Colonial Department attached to the issue within the
context of the opening up of its newly acquired territories for exploitation, in particular
through the lighting of harbours such as Swakopmund, Lüderitz Bay (both now in
Namibia) and Victoria (today Limbe in Cameroon).21 This exploitation was characterized
by everyday violence perpetrated against both the local population and the environment,
as visible in the German genocide of the Ovaherero and Nama in 1904 in German South
West Africa. In this colony, ‘death and development’ went ‘hand in hand’.22 How closely
developmental infrastructures for the saving of life could be linked to colonial or even
genocidal violence can be seen, for example, at the port of Lüderitz: its small peninsula,
Shark Island, was both the location of a lighthouse and a concentration camp.23 Harsh
environmental conditions were the justification for both installations.

Several other elements stand out from the German sources: the potential return on
investment for a given route and the likelihood of increased future traffic were meticu-
lously evaluated in each case. Lighthouse equipment was expensive, not to mention
the salaries of the mostly western lighthouse keepers and their staff or security guards,
the transport of the lights, the maintenance by experts from Europe, and gas and oil
costs. For the firms of a colonial power this meant the prospect of worthwhile business,
which, in the German case, was almost always given to the company Julius Pintsch.24

The difficulty of obtaining trained employees is evident in the fact that the job of a light-
house keeper was exempt from the racist wage rules applied to ‘coloured employees’ in
Cameroon, since lighthouse keepers could not easily be replaced if they demanded higher
salaries.25

Furthermore, lighthouses, in addition to being an architectural support for a lighting
device, could be markers of territory – statements of rule and the imperial project more
generally. In Limbe (then Victoria), the colonial administration’s plan to erect a light-
house to improve maritime safety around Ambas Bay coincided with the initiative of a
plantation owner named Ernst Friederici to build a Bismarck tower on Cape Nachtigal
through the collection of donations. Although one German expert preferred the erection
of a lighthouse in a different location – despite it being ‘desirable in a patriotic sense’ –
the colonial administration ultimately decided to combine the two structures to save
costs.26 The beaconing of the West African coast coincides here with the (unachieved)

21. For a general study on the importance of engineering for the environment in the context of
colonialism using the example of South West Africa, see Martin Kalb, Environing Empire:
Nature, Infrastructure, and the Making of German Southwest Africa (New York, 2022).

22. Quoted in Kalb, Environing Empire, 8.
23. Forensic Architecture and Forensis, Shark Island: An Architectural Reconstruction of a

Death Camp (Berlin, 2024).
24. BA R 151/1780, Kaiserliches Hafenamt, Bericht No. 1026, Betrifft: Leuchtfeuer Kreuzkap,

8 February 1909.
25. BA R 175-I/177, Abschrift, der Gouverneur von Kamerun (signed Mueller), 30 May 1906.
26. BA R 175-I/758, Expertise for Kaiserliches Gouvernement Kamerun (signed Jaher), 6

August 1900; Friederici to Kaiserlicher Gouverneur von Puttkamer, 12 March 1901.
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project of beaconing the entire German territory in remembrance of German unification
within the context of the ‘Bismarck cult’.27

Finally, maritime safety structures, as with most other built infrastructure, were always
in the first instance meant to benefit the colonizer, not the colonized. One can speculate
whether this explains the complete absence of the German Society for Rescue of the
Shipwrecked (Deutsche Gesellschaft zur Rettung Schiffbrüchiger) – the German humani-
tarian organization concerned with rescuing the drowning on domestic coasts – in
German colonies.28 There, the colonizers usually remained a minority, and their state
institutions only had a limited presence, with little grass-roots legitimacy.29 This meant
that such a service – which, in most European countries, was volunteer-based – would
have been difficult to organize, especially on sparsely populated coastlines. It was
even more difficult in contexts of colonial rule based on racial differentiation, where
non-Europeans were thought to lack the civilizational qualities necessary to commit to
organized forms of humanitarian work. Although rare, there were notable exceptions,
where lifesaving stations were established outside western Europe and North America:
the Dominions of Australia, New Zealand and South Africa, as well as lifesaving stations
run by the Spanish Sociedad Española de Náufragos in the Canary Islands, Puerto Rico
and North Africa at the entrance to the Strait of Gibraltar. The French Société Centrale de
Sauvetage des Naufragés operated stations in Algeria and Tunisia, and the French Société
des Hospitaliers-Sauveteurs Bretons was involved in creating lifesaving stations in the
French Protectorate of Morocco, but only in 1923.30

Rendering the passage along the veins of globalized shipping safe, in particular,
between Europe and Asia following the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, was certainly
a greater concern for European governments. Tagliacozzo, for example, has studied how,
between the 1860s and 1910, the British and Dutch transformed South East Asia into a
‘lit-archipelago’ through the erection of lighthouses in a process of imperial competition
to make Singapore and Batavia, respectively, as attractive to shipping as possible.
Businesses, some of them local, pressured the colonial administration for better lighting
infrastructure. But this story also hints at the certain mutual dependence of the Dutch and
British colonizers (as unequal in size and importance as they were) on their respective
lighting installations and, in the case of the Dutch, reliance on British lighting
technology.31

27. Monuments in memory of Bismarck could also be found in Dar es Salaam, Tanga, Buea,
Mwanza and Samoa. Robert Gerwarth, The Bismarck Myth: Weimar Germany and the
Legacy of the Iron Chancellor (Oxford, 2005), 22.

28. Christian Ostersehlte, Die Deutsche Gesellschaft zur Rettung Schiffbrüchiger (Hamburg,
1990), 19.

29. For instance, before 1914, the total number of Germans residing across all overseas colonies
never exceeded 24,000. Conrad, German Colonialism, 77, 105.

30. Evans, Rescue at Sea, 266. On Puerto Rico, see Daniel Mora-Ortiz, ‘History of the Spanish
Life-Saving Society: Arecibo Local Board, Puerto Rico’, Wreck and Rescue, 19, No. 4
(2019), 11–18; Archives of the Société Nationale de Sauvetage en Mer, Paris,
Stations-Canots/Historique/Description/Méditerranée, circa 1915.

31. Tagliacozzo, In Asian Waters, 313–34.
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Maritime safety and informal imperialism

In other contexts, navigational safety was not always pursued by the authorities of imper-
ial governments directly, even if they remained heavily involved in one way or another
within the scope of informal imperialism in relation to what Twiss referred to as ‘oriental
nations’. In the case of Japan, the running of the lighthouse system was under domestic
control, but at first with heavy foreign involvement. With the opening of its harbours to
American gunboat imperialism through the unequal treaties of the mid-nineteenth
century, the issue of the humanitarian treatment of shipwrecked Americans by Japan
had already been a central point.32 Eventually, a tariff convention that Japan concluded
with France, Great Britain, the Netherlands and the United States in 1866 required the
country to also ‘provide all the Ports open to Foreign trade with such lights, buoys and
beacons as may be necessary to render secure the navigation of the approaches to the
said Ports’.33 However, since Japan did not possess the expertise and technology to
carry out this request, it asked the British Board of Trade to identify an engineer to do
so on its behalf. The Scottish engineer Richard Henry Brunton, trained by the
Stevenson family of lighthouse builders, was eventually selected and oversaw the survey-
ing (with the aid of a Royal Naval vessel), the construction and the shipment of prefab-
ricated components from Britain to Japan for 34 lighthouses between 1868 and 1875.34

A similar situation applied to China, where lighthouse structures also facilitated phys-
ical access with a view to making China predictable and safe for foreign trade, in particu-
lar within the scope of the Chinese treaty ports. Here, a government agency, the Marine
Department of the Chinese Maritime Customs Service, developed a network of light-
houses along the coast of China in the late 1860s, following the 1858 Treaty of
Tientsin, which required China to provide lighting off its coasts. By 1883, it operated
77 lights, including lightships. By 1886, it employed 58 foreign and 144 Chinese light-
house keepers, forming an almost continuous chain of lights along the Chinese coast. In
this case, pressure for the establishment of a lighthouse system came from the treaty-port
press, as well as from British metropolitan and colonial chambers of commerce. British
trade profited from the service. However, although the inspector general of the service,
Robert Hart, was British, he also ordered French lighthouse parts built in Shanghai,
and was subsequently criticized by his compatriots for not having the right loyalties.
The service had close links to Britain, with an office in London and operating in
English and Chinese, but its staff included French, American, German and later
Japanese nationals.35

32. Tariff Convention between Japan, France, Great Britain, Netherlands and the United States
of America (1866), https://worldjpn.net/documents/texts/pw/18660625.T1E.html (accessed
1 June 2025).

33. On the entanglements between the moral duty to save shipwrecked foreigners in Japanese
waters and imperial policy see chapter 6 in the forthcoming book by Henning Trüper,
Seenotrettung: Kulturgeschichte eines moralischen Gebots.

34. Olive Checkland, ‘Richard Henry Brunton and the Japan Lights 1868–1876, a Brilliant and
Abrasive Engineer’, Transactions of the Newcomen Society, 63, No. 1 (1991), 217–28.

35. Robert Bickers, ‘Infrastructural Globalization: Lighting the China Coast, 1860s–1930s’,
Historical Journal, 56, No. 2 (2013), 431–58.
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Maritime safety in contexts of formal and informal empire, as different as they may
have been, revealed some shared features. First, they show how specialized engineering
– in this case, maritime safety engineering – was a business that exporting governments
sought to support. The British Board of Trade, an agency that advised the British govern-
ment on all questions related to maritime safety in the examples discussed here, was par-
ticularly skilled in promoting relevant British expertise. The main idea behind this was
that, for Britain, free trade carried with it the danger of a decline in British shipping
through growing exposure to foreign competitors.36 The Board of Trade set out to com-
pensate for this disadvantage not only by raising the standards of the British shipping
sector, but also by dealing with the prevention of and response to maritime accidents.
Despite tensions regarding issues such as the costs of lighthouse fees or contracts with
national providers of lighting technology, this was an objective on which all imperial
powers with interests in the respective regions could agree.

Second, these infrastructures of maritime safety reflect broader international hierarch-
ies. The willingness of the ‘two great civilized nations of the far East’ – that is, Japan and
China, alongside the Ottoman Empire37 – to carry out the ‘established practice of the
nations of the Western world, as regards the lighting up of their coasts to passing
vessels’ was, to thinkers like Twiss, proof that these states could be equal members in
the ‘society of nations’ and that direct western intervention was not necessary.38 This
was just one of several markers of ‘civilization’ that Twiss had identified in his writings,
another being western anti-slavery practices. Meeting the standards of these practices
could confer upon them the rights of a western nation.39 In cases where they did not,
however, they could be imposed on them by the foreign powers – for example, in the
form of an international commission or some other type of international jurisdiction.40

Legal thinkers in the second half of the nineteenth century who believed that insufficient
local government should be supplanted by international government were not rare. In
1887, the French diplomat René Lavollée also cited the lighthouse as an example of
how international interests could be imposed on another state:

36. Jacob M. Price, ‘Board of Trade, British’, in John J. McCusker, ed., History of World Trade
since 1450, vol. 1 (Detroit, 2006), 64–6.

37. In the Ottoman Empire, with the exception of the Bosporus as discussed below, the conces-
sion for the 96 lighthouses of the Lighthouse Administration was granted to the French
company Société Collas et Michel in 1860, while employing Ottoman state personnel.
Following repeated foreign demands, the Lighthouse Administration also installed light-
houses in the Red Sea. The northern part of the Red Sea had already been served by light-
houses operated by the Egyptian Lighthouse Administration since 1863. Jacques Thobie,
L’administration générale des phares de l’Empire ottoman et la Société Collas et Michel,
1860–1960: Un siècle de coopération économique et financière entre la France, l’Empire
ottoman et les États successeurs (Paris, 2004), 22–30; BA R 901/11684, Les nouveaux
phares au sud de la mer Rouge, Phare d’Alexandrie, 5 April 1902.

38. Twiss, On International Conventions, 15.
39. Fitzmaurice, King Leopold’s Ghostwriter, 417.
40. Twiss, On International Conventions, 18.
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Sometimes, when they [‘civilized’ countries] have found themselves faced with a government
too primitive or too weak to take the initiative in a measure demanded both by trade and by
humanity, they have even joined together to accomplish this work at common expense, under
the name, but in reality, in place of the territorial government.41

The interrelated interests of trade and humanity also provided the argumentative foun-
dation for the inter-imperial projects at the centre of this study: Cape Guardafui, Cape
Spartel and the Bosporus Strait.

Three lights

Cape Guardafui

Twiss delivered his lecture in 1879 at a time when, as he noted, ‘we’ were only ‘on the
threshold of the East African question’ and it could be expected that Europeans would
‘penetrate the heart of Africa from the east’.42 The maritime safety of the Horn of
Africa was of importance in this context as any ship coming from the Suez Canal and
going south along the African coast had to pass by it. Since the opening of the Suez
Canal, the easternmost point of the Horn of Africa and the African mainland, Cape
Guardafui, also mattered to ships continuing from the Gulf of Aden in the direction of
India and the Far East. Cape Guardafui was known to be particularly dangerous
(Figure 1); the name was often interpreted as meaning ‘Look and escape!’ in the old
Mediterranean lingua franca. The frequent occurrence of shipwrecks represented a
source of profit for the Majeerteen Sultanate, which controlled the Horn of Africa but
derived little economic benefit from the developing international trade along its coast-
lines. Starting in 1839, the Sultanate entered into agreements with the British: in return
for rewards, shipwrecked British crews would be protected and their wrecks would be
guarded against plunder. Around the same time, the Omani Sultanate requested the con-
struction of a lighthouse at Cape Guardafui.43 This request was renewed in 1877 by
Britain and France, following the shipwrecks that summer of the British steamer
Cashmere and the French steamer Meikong.44 However, all requests were rejected by
the Majerteen sultan, and local opposition to the lighthouse project continued into the
twentieth century. In fact, the importance of wrecking rights went beyond mere profit.
The sultan considered shipwrecks an instrument in negotiations within the context of a
reciprocal system of treaty obligations with local rulers and foreign powers around

41. René Lavollée, ‘Les unions internationales’, Revue d’histoire diplomatique, 1 (1887), 353.
42. Twiss, On International Conventions, 24.
43. Nicholas W. Stephenson Smith, Colonial Chaos in the Southern Red Sea: A History of

Violence from 1830 to the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 2021), 30–70.
44. On the two shipwrecks, see, respectively, ‘In Pursuit of the Sunken Gods’, Karel Prokop,

http://www.karel-prokop.fr/index.php?page=A_la_poursuite_des_dieux_engloutis_resume;
‘The Loss of the British India Steam Navigation Company Cashmere’, Shipwrecks and Lost
Treasures, http://www.oceantreasures.org/pages/content/shipwrecks-stories/the-loss-of-the-
british-india-steam-navigation-company-cashmere.html (accessed 1 June 2025).
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issues of rescue and salvage.45 It was thus logical that another attempt in 1877 by the
Khedive of Egypt – whose sovereignty had recently been re-established over the
Somali coast with British backing – to erect a lighthouse financed by fee payments
from concerned steam companies also failed, despite the support of 13 governments.46

The Egyptian government, while sending an expedition to Cape Guardafui in 1878 to
study the environmental conditions for the construction of a lighthouse, was struggling
both to provide the necessary finances and to assert its authority over the Somali coast.
This can be understood from the expedition’s report. While the expedition selected a suit-
able spot for the lighthouse, it suggested that a warship would need to be sent to oversee
the erection of the structure, along with a force of at least 500 infantry, 25 cavalry, and 4

Figure 1. Excerpt from a map produced by the Ligue Maritime Française, circa 1910, for a

pamphlet arguing for the establishment of lighthouses on Socotra and Guardafui, which shows the

winds and currents that made the navigation on the route connecting the Gulf of Aden with the

Far East or the East African coast particularly dangerous.
Source. Archives du Ministère des Affaires Étrangères, Paris, France, MAE UIS 889; my photograph.

45. Stephenson Smith, Colonial Chaos, 71–97.
46. BA R 901/11685, Italian Embassy in Berlin to State Secretary Baron von Richthofen, 12

July 1901.
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light field guns in order to manage potential opposition from the local population.47 The
lighthouse was to be built like a fortress, with eight-metre-high walls and accommodating
a garrison of 50 men with all the necessary supplies to withstand a year-long siege.48

However, Egypt lacked the political and material means necessary to impose the light-
house on this remote coastline, and the project was abandoned until 11 years later, when
Somalia was carved up between Britain and Italy. In this deal, Italy claimed the Horn of
Africa (officially informing foreign powers of this claim in 1889), although its manage-
ment was at first carried out mainly by Italian colonial societies. The European powers
mostly accepted this claim, but, in return, they expected the Italians to ensure safe navi-
gation ‘deriving from this non-contested quasi-sovereignty’.49

In July 1901, the Italian government made a proposal for the construction of a light-
house, but it resembled that made by the Egyptians years earlier. It suggested collecting
additional and fixed tonnage duties from ships passing through the Suez Canal with the
argument that such a lighthouse would be of great utility to all foreign navies.50 In all
likelihood, Italy’s preference for an international solution derived from the notoriously
limited state resources it could muster for its overly ambitious colonial projects.51 This
raised eyebrows in some foreign ministries. As the new sovereign on the Somali coast,
it would have been up to Italy to ensure the safety of passing ships, but, similarly to
Egypt, it sought to share the costs. This puzzled officials at the French Foreign
Ministry even years later, who were surprised that Italy would put itself on the same
level as a state such as Egypt.52 Nevertheless, while some governments posed
conditions – France, for instance, requested a lowering of the lighthouse fees in the
Red Sea in return for the collection of lighthouse fees for Guardafui53 – most interested
nations were in principle ready to support this international cooperation. Encouraged, in
March–April 1903, the Italians dispatched a hydrographic vessel on a mission to Cape
Guardafui to carry out another study. A new location was proposed and a construction
plan of seven months was devised, but at the same time the hostility of the local popula-
tion was again deemed to be a major problem: it was estimated that a garrison of at least

47. National Archives, Kew, Foreign Office (hereafter, FO) 881/3995, Memorandum
Respecting the Cape Guardafui Lighthouse, 20 October 1879.

48. FO 881/3995, Expedition Leader Lieutenant-Colonel Graves to General Charles Pomeroy
Stone (Chief of Staff of the Egyptian Army), 4 July 1878.

49. This was the view of France, for example. Archives du Ministère des Affaires Étrangères
(Archives of the French Foreign Ministry in Paris, hereafter MAE), UIS 889, Note pour
le ministre au sujet du projet de construction d’un phare au Cap Guardafui, 21 November
1908.

50. BA R 901/11685, Italian Embassy in Berlin to State Secretary Baron von Richthofen, 12
July 1901.

51. Ruth Ben-Ghiat and Mia Fuller, ‘Introduction’, in Ruth Ben-Ghiat and Mia Fuller, eds.,
Italian Colonialism (New York, 2016), 3.

52. ‘Would the royal government be prepared to accept, for its protectorate in the Somali
regions, the interference that is occurring in Egypt on the part of the European powers?’
MAE UIS 889, Note pour le ministre, 21 November 1908. All of the translations are my
own.

53. BA R901/18166, French Foreign Ministry to German Foreign Ministry, 4 December 1902.
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60 local soldiers (ascari) would be required to defend the heavily fortified lighthouse
(Figure 2).54

The lighthouse, however, would not be built until 1924, and then by Italy alone.
Besides local opposition to Italian rule and the lighthouse, another obstacle was the
modalities of financing the lighthouse through the collection of fees. In December
1905, following up on the French request, the Italians proposed a new tonnage duty
system based on the extent to which ships would rely on the services of the lighthouse.
Vessels sailing to and from the Bay of Bengal, the straits of the Far East, the Dutch East
Indies or Australia would pay lower dues than those trading with the African coast. Ships
operating between the East African and Arabian coasts would also be charged reduced
rates. This proposition did not receive unanimous support from governments and the
shipping industry. One major objection came from the British Board of Trade, which
argued that neither the staff of the Suez Canal Company nor the port authorities of
Aden and Zanzibar – the places suggested by the Italian government for the collection
of dues – were under Italian jurisdiction and lacked the means of sanctioning a non-
payment. Moreover, the governments of both Britain and India voiced opposition on
the grounds that the collection of dues in the ports of Aden and Zanzibar would

Figure 2. The 1905 Italian blueprint for a heavily fortified lighthouse at Cape Guardafui, to be

financed by international contributions.
Source. Regio Istituto Idrografico, Progetto per la costruzione di un faro a Capo Guardafui e di un fanale a Punta
Alula (Genoa, 1905).

54. Regio Istituto Idrografico, Progetto per la costruzione di un faro a Capo Guardafui e di un
fanale a Punta Alula (Genoa, 1905).
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disadvantage the respective ports. In October 1906, the Board of Trade turned down the
Italian proposal again based on the impracticality of the financing scheme.55

Still committed to an international solution, the Italians proposed in July 1908 to
abandon the tonnage system altogether and instead introduce a global contribution
system, according to which interested governments would pay annual lump sums. This
time it took intensive lobbying from the commercial navy and also maritime associations
and companies from different countries to induce the British to agree to the new proposal,
by October 1912. As early as the 1880s, organizations such as the German Nautical
Society (Nautischer Verein) and League of Shipmaster Associations (Verband
Deutscher Seeschiffer-Vereine), the British Shipmaster’s Society and the Ligue
Maritime Française, as well as American shipping circles, were discussing the lighting
of the Somali coast, occasionally corresponding transnationally on the issue and pressur-
ing their respective governments.56 Eventually, Britain proposed that each state should
pay an annual sum based on the tonnage of its ships using the lighthouse.57 By June
1914, Italy had received support for this plan from most relevant governments, but due
to the outbreak of the First World War, the internationally financed lighthouse of Cape
Guardafui never came into existence.58 Italy would eventually build the lighthouse on
its own, in 1924, as a simple metal signalling tower (which was christened ‘Francesco
Crispi’ after the former prime minister, a fierce proponent of Italian colonialism). After
it was destroyed by local insurgents, it was rebuilt in 1930 as a massive monumental
stone lighthouse in the shape of a fascio littorio (Figure 3).59

55. FO 368/27/56, Memorandum, Cape Guardafui Lighthouse, October 1906; Hubert Llewellyn
Smith (for the Harbour Department, Board of Trade) to the Under Secretary of State, Foreign
Office, 24 October 1906.

56. BA R 901/18166, Minutes of Discussion on a Resolution of the Deutscher Nautischer
Verein and the Verband Deutscher Seeschiffer-Vereine, circa 1910; MAE UIS 889,
President of the Ligue Maritime Française, Pierre Baudin, to French Foreign Minister
(Poincaré), 9 February 1912; Petition of the Chambre Syndicale des Assureurs Maritimes
de Bordeaux to the French Foreign Minister, 30 January 1912.

57. MAE UIS 889, Italian Ambassador in Paris (Tittoni) to French Foreign Minister (Pichon), 31
July 1913.

58. By June 1914, the British, French, Austro-Hungarian, Japanese, Belgian, Danish and US
governments had in principle agreed to adhere to the plan. The Portuguese, Swedish and
Dutch governments had already officially done so. Germany was still debating how to
finance its contribution. The Ottoman Empire alone refused to join, having declared at the
1881 Berlin Conference that it still held claims of sovereignty over the regions along the
East African coast up to Cape Ras Hafun, thus including Cape Guardafui. MAE UIS 889,
Italian Ambassador in Paris (Tittoni) to French Foreign Minister (Doumergue), 27 May
1914; MAE UIS 889, Ministère de la Marine/Service Hydrographique to MAE, 22
January 1914; BA R 901/77476, Ottoman Embassy in Berlin to German Foreign
Ministry, April 1914; State Secretary of the Exterior to State Secretary of the Interior, 3
March 1914.

59. Federico Ugolini, ‘An Almost-Forgotten Piece of Marine Architecture in Italian East Africa:
The Cape Guardafui Lighthouse and the Fascist Reception of Pharos’, Journal of Maritime
Archaeology, 18, No. 4 (2023), 649–64.
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Two key dimensions characterize the Guardafui lighthouse projects from the 1870s.
The first is how the planned imposition of maritime safety and security at Cape
Guardafui through the erection of a fortress-like lighthouse on a remote coastline with
very few permanent buildings symbolized the conquest not only of the shores and
water, but also of the native population and their wrecking practices. In colonial contexts,
lighthouses could become fortresses of control and surveillance.60 The second dimension
is the intervention of shipping, commercial and colonial organizations in the question.
For France, the Ligue Maritime Française, a patriotic organization founded in 1899 to
promote French naval power and imperialism, was particularly vocal.61 In 1912, it
urged the French government to intervene with the British government to support the

Figure 3. The Guardafui lighthouse in the shape of a fascio littorio, completed in 1930; photograph

taken in 1987.
Source. Timlash, 1987, Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 3.0. https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Datei:Guardafui_

Lighthouse.jpg.

60. Tagliacozzo, In Asian Waters, 313.
61. Jean-Baptiste Bruneau, ‘“Par la mer, pour la patrie”: Les ligues maritimes en France sous la

IIIe République’, Annales de Bretagne et des Pays de l’Ouest, 129 (2022), 145–81.
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Italian lighthouse project. The Ligue Maritime Française was also speaking on behalf of
actors with shared interests, such as the Chamber of Commerce of Oran and the Syndicate
of Maritime Insurers of Bordeaux, representing 85 French and foreign companies. The
insurance industry argued that it was annually underwriting risks exceeding one billion
francs on ships passing between Europe and the Far East. Around 3,000 steamships
passed through the Strait of Guardafui each year, incurring considerable costs through
accidents. It supported the lighthouse project of Guardafui ‘both from a humanitarian
and a commercial point of view’.62 However, in a pamphlet, the Ligue Maritime
Française also criticized that Italy was acting ‘contra bonos mores’ in terms of inter-
national law by not effectively assuming this responsibility on its own: ‘The sovereign
power alone bears the cost of establishing and maintaining its lighthouses and
beacons’. It was irrelevant whether a lighthouse benefitted international or local naviga-
tion more. This, the pamphlet argued, was a general principle, ‘accepted by all peoples’,
which applied not only to European nations but also to colonies. By acquiring colonial
territory through conquest or treaties, they created for themselves ‘regalian obligations’,
which included the lighting of coastlines.63 This statement, similar to the reaction by the
French Foreign Ministry described earlier, shows that what was at stake with the light-
house project was the perception of Italy as a fully sovereign imperial power in the
sense suggested by Twiss. Indeed, after the end of the nation’s unification process in
1871, Italian colonial policy was designed to project an image of modernity and to
dispel stereotypes of Italians as backward, disorderly or lacking military vigour. These
efforts aimed to transform Italy’s position from Europe’s periphery to a central player
within a transcontinental empire spanning key ports from the Adriatic to the Indian
Ocean, an attempt that lost credibility on the international stage with the Italian defeat
by Ethiopia in Adwa in 1896.64 This situation helps explain the manner in which
Italy’s ability to manage the lighthouse project was interpreted by other European
stakeholders.

Italy’s colonial ambitions underwent a renewal under fascism – a shift reflected in the
architecture of the lighthouse design of 1930. Its architectural style linked Italy’s asser-
tion of control over the local population and its classical Roman claims of thalassocracy
to a new imperial ethos introduced by fascism. Under Mussolini, colonial policy was no
longer conceived merely in terms of prestige or national recognition, but also as an

62. MAE UIS 889, President of the Ligue Maritime Française, Pierre Baudin, to French Foreign
Minister (Poincaré), 9 February 1912; Petition of the Chambre Syndicale des Assureurs
Maritimes de Bordeaux to the Foreign Minister Raymond Poincaré, 30 January 1912;
Service Hydrographique, Navigation Maritime, Ministère de la Marine to Foreign
Minister (Poincaré), 20 January 1912; French Embassy in London to French Foreign
Minister, 10 May 1912.

63. MAE UIS 889, Ligue Maritime Française, ‘L’éclairage de Socotora et de Guardafui’
(pamphlet), circa 1910.

64. Ben-Ghiat and Fuller, ‘Introduction’, 2. On how the Battle of Adwa enduringly unsettled
assumptions about the inevitability of European political and racial domination, see
Raymond Jonas, The Battle of Adwa: African Victory in the Age of Empire (Cambridge,
MA, 2011), 5.
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integral component of the regime’s ideology. The Guardafui lighthouse became an archi-
tectural emblem of this turn, standing at once as a sign of domination and of a ‘New Roman
Empire’ projected across the seas. According to Federico Ugolini, the symbol of the fascio
on the lighthouse fulfilled a similar purpose to the Jupiter Soter on the ancient lighthouse of
Alexandria or the genius at the Ostia harbour lighthouse: they were meant to protect sailors
from misfortune, a role here claimed by the fascist government.65

Cape Spartel

In contrast to Italy, which was expected to prove its status as a legitimate colonial power,
Morocco was clearly not yet considered part of the society of fully sovereign nations by
nineteenth-century European diplomats and businessmen. On the contrary, Morocco
became a playground for imperial interventions. This applied in particular to the strategic-
ally important city of Tangier, which, in sharp contrast to the Horn of Africa, was a
densely populated international hub, where the Makhzen (government) granted extensive
territorial privileges to foreigners. Tangier becoming an international zone in 1923 was
preceded by the formation of international organizations in the city, such as a Sanitary
Council (1840), a Hygiene and Road Works Commission (1892) and the International
Organisation of the Cape Spartel Lighthouse (1865).66 The lighting of the Moroccan
coast was considered notoriously insufficient in shipping circles even at the start of the
twentieth century,67 but while most of its coast was only relevant to intra-Moroccan navi-
gation, this was different for Cape Spartel. As the north-westernmost promontory of con-
tinental Africa, the cape was an important point for ships navigating through the Strait of
Gibraltar, a commercial avenue for vessels bound to and from Atlantic destinations. The
approach to the strait is dangerous, given the combination of strong currents, high cliffs
and few natural harbours (Figure 4).

In 1849, the American consul in Tangier proposed that a US warship patrol the cape in
order to assist shipwrecked vessels. A year later, his French counterpart made a similar
suggestion. However, it was the British representative in Tangier, Sir John Drummond
Hay, who in 1852 discussed with the British government the erection of a lighthouse.
As so often with initiatives in maritime safety, it took a disastrous event to act as a cata-
lyst. The Brazilian frigate Dona Isabel was wrecked south of the Strait of Gibraltar in
1861, killing all aboard, including 250 cadets. That same year, a commercial treaty
between Spain and Sultan Muhammad IV of Morocco obliged the latter to build a light-
house at Spartel. Soon thereafter, the French engineer Léon Jacquet was hired to oversee
the construction, and the lighthouse was completed in 1864 (Figure 5). It appears,
however, that none of the interested parties were satisfied with putting the lighthouse
under the control of the sultan alone. The latter, in turn, did not want to provide the

65. Ugolini, ‘An Almost-Forgotten Piece’, 661.
66. On the (pre)history of that zone, see Daniela Hettstedt, Die internationale Stadt Tanger:

Infrastrukturen des geteilten Kolonialismus, 1840–1956 (Berlin, 2022).
67. BA R1501/104358, Resolution of the Deutscher Nautischer Verein Urging the German

Government to Encourage Interested States to Do More for the Illumination of the
Moroccan Coasts, July 1905.
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finances for the structure’s maintenance on his own. The lighthouse was only of limited
use for Moroccan navigation, and the sultan had already struggled with the construction
costs. Furthermore, Britain feared undue French influence across the strait from where
Britain operated its own lighthouse through Trinity House at Gibraltar. After all,
France had almost single-handedly overseen the construction and contributed its expert-
ise and even parts of the construction costs. To avoid any political abuse, Britain, France
and Spain requested a neutral status for the lighthouse, and this status was established by
a convention among these powers with the sultan, to which Austria-Hungary, Belgium,
Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, the United States and Sweden-Norway acceded as
well.68 The convention was concluded on 31 May 1865. Germany only joined in 1878

Figure 4. Map showing the entrance to the Strait of Gibraltar, indicating the location of the

lighthouse and Lloyd’s signal station at Cape Spartel, to the west of Tangier, as well as the

lighthouse at Gibraltar operated by Trinity House across the strait.
Source. Biblioteca Nacional de España, Signatura MR/33-41/2824, PID bdh0000283158, William Arlett, ‘Cape
Spartel to Azimur’, nautical chart, Hydrographic Office of the Admiralty, London, 1895.

68. Of all the maritime safety structures discussed here, the Cape Spartel lighthouse is the most
extensively studied, although much of the literature has focused on the legal aspects of the
lighthouse commission. For detailed references, see David J. Bederman, ‘The Souls of
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once it had developed imperial maritime ambitions. In January 1876, the German repre-
sentative in Tangier hinted that it was embarrassing that Germany was not yet party to the
convention – especially as the country increasingly benefitted from it – and asked for

Figure 5. Engraving showing the Cape Spartel lighthouse based on a photograph from the French

Lighthouse Service, 1870.
Source. Louis Figuier, Les merveilles de la science ou description populaire des inventions modernes (Paris, 1870),
497.

International Organizations: Legal Personality and the Lighthouse at Cape Spartel’, Virginia
Journal of International Law, 36, No. 2 (1996), 275–378. A more concise overview based
on Italian sources is Francis Tamburini, ‘Il Faro di Capo Spartel (1865–1958): Un esempio
di cooperazione internazionale in Africa attraverso i secoli XIX e XX’, Africana, 9 (2003),
173–85. Hettstedt has analysed the lighthouse management as a form of shared imperialism.
Hettstedt, Die internationale Stadt Tanger, 113–22.
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permission to join.69 Russia acceded in 1899.70 Morocco, for its part, was party to the
convention but not represented in the commission that was formed on the basis of the
convention, the Conseil International de Surveillance et de l’Entretien du Phare de Cap
Spartel (in English often referred to as the International Commission for the Cape
Spartel Lighthouse).

The treaty stipulated that the Moroccan government would bear the costs of the con-
struction as well as the necessary maintenance, but that the administrative costs would be
borne by the member states, which would each contribute equal parts to a fund. Through
the International Commission, they would be responsible for the ‘superior direction and
administration’, establishing rules and controlling their execution, and changing them
only with unanimous agreement. Notably, they would supervise the lighthouse employ-
ees, such as the lighthouse keepers (usually nationals of countries with no direct colonial
interests in Morocco at the time of hiring, such as Belgium or Austria-Hungary) and
inspectors. A set of regulations that was added to the convention stipulated that the com-
mission’s membership would consist of the diplomatic or consular representatives of the
signatory states at Tangier. The presidency would rotate monthly. The sultan, in return,
committed to providing a guard composed of a caïd (commander) and four soldiers, who
were remunerated by the member states. The ruler also committed to protecting the light-
house and its employees in the event of domestic or international war. In exchange, the
foreign powers would respect the neutrality of the lighthouse and would continue to pay
their contributions even in the event of a war between the member states themselves or
between them and Morocco. Furthermore, it was put in writing that this arrangement
would not infringe on ‘the rights, proprietary and of sovereignty, of the Sultan, whose
flag alone shall be hoisted on the tower of the Pharos’. The rationale advanced for the
arrangement was that Morocco had no notable commercial or military navy and would
therefore not greatly benefit from the maritime safety structure.71

When important decisions had to be taken – for example, regarding updates to the light-
house’s lighting and signalling systems or repairs to the access road – this produced busy
diplomatic correspondence not only among the interested member states, but also between
domestic associations with the relevant expertise, such as chambers of commerce or naut-
ical societies (for example, the Deutscher Nautischer Verein) or national lighthouse institu-
tions (such as the French Service Central des Phares et Balises). For particular technical
questions, subcommissions were created (for instance, in 1913, to improve the lighthouse

69. BA R1501/104357, Report of the German Minister in Tangier (Gülich) in a Letter from the
German Foreign Ministry to the Chancellery, 30 April 1874; German Representative
Tangier (T. Weber) to Chancellery, 19 January 1876.

70. BA R1002/1073, German Foreign Ministry to the State Secretaries of the Ministries of the
Interior and of the Navy, 25 January 1899.

71. Note the emphasis on the property of the lighthouse rather than the territory on which the
lighthouse stands. MAE UIS 889, Traduction d’un rapport de M. White (British delegate)
to Sir Edward Grey, 18 May 1914; Hettstedt, Die internationale Stadt Tanger, 126–8. All
quotes in this paragraph come from the Cape Spartel Lighthouse Convention (1865),
which can be consulted at: https://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/usmu009.asp (accessed
1 June 2025).
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by installing a group flashing light with four white flashes).72 This form of technical
cooperation went on relatively undisturbed until the outbreak of the First World War,
despite the fact that Morocco was repeatedly at the centre of international crises.

However, as in similar forms of inter-imperial governance, there was a delicate equi-
librium between competition and cooperation. Discussions did not always proceed
smoothly when national interests came into play – for instance, in relation to the provision
of engineering parts and services. Such discussions were ignited over the hiring of the
French Jacquet (who had built the lighthouse) as an inspector and the provision of oil.
When it came to the ordering of oil, the German delegate complained that since the light-
house was an ‘international enterprise’, it was ‘important that it should not be exclusively
dependent on any particular power. To ensure this independence, it is essential that the
company supplying the oils consumed by the lighthouse should be, and remain, privately
owned’.73 Similarly, when Lloyd’s of London installed a signal station at Cape Spartel,
the French government objected to the installation being part of the lighthouse complex,
and it was ultimately operated separately.74

What appears not to have required negotiationwas the view ofmaritime safety as amarker
of civilization. Along these lines, the French chargé d’affaires, Charles Jaegerschmidt,
claimed during the discussion on building the lighthouse that there was a ‘natural resistance
of the Moors to any innovation’ – innovation that only Christian nations would be able to
achieve. This was an observation shared by the French Commission des Phares, which
was responsible for the lighting of French coasts and believed that the plan to build the light-
house would not only be ‘worthy of Christian nations’ but also be important to the ‘general
interests of humanity’. Even after its construction, the lighthouse was presented in a similar
fashion to European publics – for instance, at the World Exhibition of 1869.75 It thus makes
sense that the Cape Spartel Convention served Twiss as the preferred model for lighting sea
passages that were important for the use of several nations but that the authorities on the
ground were unwilling or unable to provide: ‘Why should we not hope to see the day
arrive when INTERNATIONAL LIGHTHOUSES shall be amongst the trophies of peace,
which the civilization of Europe shall set up amidst the islands of the far East?’76 The sim-
plicity of the Spartel Convention in terms of itsfinancing scheme (through governmental con-
tributions rather than lighthouse fees) was also appealing. Indeed, during the negotiations for
the Guardafui lighthouse, Spartel was sometimes cited as a desirable example.77 The final
example studied here also resembled, to a certain extent, the institutional blueprint of the

72. MAE UIS 889, Commission du Cap Spartel, Minutes, 30 October 1913; BA R1501/104358,
German Mission Morocco to Reichskanzler Bülow, 26 November 1908; Freiherr von
Mentzingen, German Representative in Morocco, to Chancellor von Bülow, 31 August
1903; Mission Tangier (signed Rosen) to Chancellor von Bülow, 30 March 1907.

73. BA R1002/1073, Commission Internationale du Cap Spartel, Minutes, 11 May 1883; MAE
UIS 889, Commission du Cap Spartel, Minutes, 30 October 1913.

74. Bederman, ‘Souls’, 295–6.
75. Hettstedt, Die internationale Stadt Tanger, 110–11.
76. Twiss, On International Conventions, 23.
77. BA R901/77476, State Secretary, German Foreign Ministry, to State Secretary, Ministry of

the Interior, 3 March 1914.
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Cape Spartel Lighthouse Commission: the International Commission of the Black Sea
Lightship and Lifesaving Service.78

The Bosporus Strait

The efficient lighting of coastlines is evidently in the interests not only of opening up new
regions for commerce and imperial penetration, making shipping along these coasts predict-
able, but also of saving lives ex ante. Even in the previous examples, this humanitarian
dimension usually emerged as an argument to justify the installation of maritime safety
structures. In the case of the Guardafui lighthouse project, the idea was repeatedly discussed
of saving the shipwrecked from local wreckers, reinforcing the notion that the local popu-
lation had not yet made the ‘civilizational’ progress from wrecking to rescue practices that
European societies had already undergone.79 However, the realization of this objective
remained vague. At the Spartel lighthouse, there was a shelter for shipwrecked survivors.80

Still, although the lighthouse personnel at Spartel were required to notify the president of the
International Commission immediately of any shipwrecks, they were explicitly prohibited
from making direct contact with the shipwrecked, as this was not part of their duties.81 In
contrast, at the entrance to the Turkish Straits via the Bosporus, an inter-imperial institution
was created that put the immediate saving of lives at the centre.

As in the case of the Guardafui lighthouse project, it was the western insurance and
shipping industry in Constantinople (since 1930, Istanbul) that, starting in the late
1850s, pressured first the Ottoman government (Sublime Porte) and then, when no satis-
fying reaction was forthcoming, western diplomatic missions, to improve the safety of
navigation at the entrance to the Bosporus, asking them to intervene with the Sublime
Porte on their behalf.82 Similar to the case of the Spartel lighthouse, the diplomatic mis-
sions in Constantinople persuaded the Ottoman authorities of the necessity of creating an
international commission in 1867 to study the question.83 What distinguished this case

78. This organization has been the subject of increasing scholarly attention in recent years. See
Lukas Schemper, ‘The International Moral Economy of Saving Lives at Sea in the Late
Ottoman Empire’, International History Review, 47, No. 3 (2025), 428–47; Lukas
Schemper, ‘Lifesaving, Sovereignty, and the Place of the Late Ottoman Empire in the
European International Order’, Journal of World History, 36, No. 3 (2025), 345–76;
Caroline Finkel, ‘Henry Felix Woods and the Black Sea/Bosphorus Entrance Maritime
Safety System, Then and Now’, The Northern Mariner/Le marin du nord, 30, No. 4
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(Unpublished PhD thesis, Ordu University, 2023).

79. On the practice of European wrecking and anti-wrecking legislation following the example
of Cornwall, see Cathryn J. Pearce, Cornish Wrecking, 1700-1860: Reality and Popular
Myth (Woodbridge, 2010).
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from other inter-imperial projects of maritime safety, however, was the emphasis on the
humanitarian rescue of shipwrecked people. The first pamphlets advocating for maritime
safety structures at the entrance to the Bosporus foregrounded the ‘evilness’ of the hydro-
graphical and meteorological conditions around the Bosporus and, in particular, the
problem of the ‘false Bosporuses’ – geological formations on the coastlines leading to
the Bosporus that were frequently mistaken by ship commanders for the actual entrance,
luring them dangerously close to the coast.84 Once a shipwreck occurred, the victims of
the accident were left to their own devices, as the coastline was sparsely populated at the
time. In any event, organized lifesaving based on the moral imperative to save people
from perishing at sea had no tradition in the Ottoman Empire.85 The pamphlet of the
short-lived foreign-led Shipwreck Aid Society of Constantinople collected accounts of
recent accidents on the Black Sea coast, as well as testimonies of ship commanders con-
firming the need for improved safety structures around the Bosporus.86 The pamphlet was in
the tradition of the nineteenth-century humanitarian literary genre, aiming to incite the reader
to feel horror, sympathy and guilt in order to mobilize support.87

Accordingly, the International Commission of the Bosporus, to the formation of which
the Ottoman government reluctantly agreed, focused not only on the installation of
beacons, bell buoys and a lightship around the entrance to the Bosporus, but also on
the building of lifeboat stations and shelters.88 The British Board of Trade was again
involved in providing technical expertise.89 The commission, composed at a minimum
of delegates from Austria-Hungary, France, Great Britain, Russia, Sweden-Norway
and the Ottoman Empire itself, completed its work and was dissolved in 1871 after the
different structures of the service started to operate at the entrance to the Bosporus (for
a map of the beacons and a picture of a lifesaving crew in a lifeboat, see Figures 6
and 7).90 Both the captains of the lightship and the instructors of the otherwise
Ottoman lifeboatmen were hired from Trinity House and the British Coastguard
Service, respectively, while the service itself was for several years under the direct
orders of the imperial port prefecture in Constantinople, which financed the service
through fees collected from vessels passing through the Bosporus.91 However, in
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272.
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2020), 467.
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1883, after reports of mismanagement and negligence in the Black Sea Lightship and
Lifesaving Service, the foreign powers decided to reinstate the International
Commission permanently, not without strong resistance from the Ottoman government,
which considered it a considerable intervention in the state’s sovereignty. It was possible,

Figure 6. Projected forms and positions of beacons along the coastlines leading to the entrance

of the Bosporus as part of the Black Sea Lightship and Lifesaving Service, 1865.
Source. National Archives, Kew, Foreign Office 195/847, International Commission for Improving the

Navigation of the Entrance to the Bosphorus, ‘Notice to Mariners’, 1865.

Figure 7. Launching of a lifeboat of the Black Sea Lightship and Lifesaving Service, 1880s.
Source. Library of Congress, Washington, DC, Prints and Photographs Division, Abdullah Frères, 1880s, Abdul

Hamid II Collection, Reproduction Number LC-USZ62-82127.
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however, to circumvent this opposition by focusing on bookkeeping: the foreign powers
reserved the right to control the expenditures of the organization, which ultimately
allowed them to control the smallest investments and operations of the service.92

While the presidency of the commission was initially assumed by the Ottoman prefect
of the port of Constantinople, by 1893 it had passed to the French consul general, with
no Ottoman delegates remaining.93 Internationally, the service acquired an excellent
reputation for its work. Between 1870 and 1910, it responded to 837 accidents and
saved 5,105 out of 5,693 shipwrecked people. In 1914, in addition to the lightvessel
and rocket stations, the maritime safety structure consisted of 15 lifeboat stations
located 100 miles east and west of the Bosporus.94

Despite the close control of the International Commission, Ottoman agency in the
context of the service was more substantial than Moroccan agency in the case of Cape
Spartel. This was visible in Ottoman participation in the temporary and permanent inter-
national commissions, which appears to have been sidelined by the western member
states towards the end of the nineteenth century, but also in the large number of
Ottoman employees in the service. It was their professionalism and dedication to rescuing
the drowning that impressed western observers, who associated heroic humanitarian
behaviour towards strangers with western civilization.95 A 1876 article in the Pall
Mall Gazette argued that if the Turkish staff of the lifesaving service could operate to
such a standard, there was hope that the Ottoman administration more generally would
eventually rise to the same level.96 While, in the case of Guardafui and Spartel, the stand-
ard of civilization was mainly associated with high-level engineering and the control of
‘untamed’ nature and local populations, in the case of the Bosporus lifesaving service,
humanitarian morality became the bar by which Ottoman claims to full European-style
sovereignty were measured.

Concluding thoughts: Configurations of imperial sovereignty

Over the nineteenth century and in accelerated fashion in its second half, the growth of
maritime trade as well as other naval and imperial activities incited a diverse set of
actors – notably, merchants, chambers of commerce, boards of trade, shipowners and
captains, insurance companies, naval officers, humanitarian activists, diplomats and
legal scholars – to advocate for better maritime safety. European nations invested
heavily in the lighting of their coastlines and the installation of navigational aids. In
many European states, volunteer lifesaving societies increasingly assumed responsibil-
ity for rescuing the shipwrecked. Maritime safety also became an issue of imperial

92. FO 198/48, William Wrench, British Consul Constantinople, to Foreign Office, 14 April
1883.

93. BA R901/7293, Commission du Service de Sauvetage, Rapport annuel (Constantinople,
1893), 10–12.

94. BA R901/17586, Commission du Service de Sauvetage, Rapport 1906–1910
(Constantinople, 1910), 26.

95. Samuel S. Cox, Diversions of a Diplomat in Turkey (New York, 1893), 146–50.
96. R. R., ‘Mehmet the Anti-Human’, Pall Mall Gazette (London), 21 November 1876.
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competition, as lighthouses began to be built along waterways crucial to colonial
exploitation.

On the one hand, lighthouses were widely visible physical landmarks of European
expansion within the scope of the imperial project. They were practical infrastructures
necessary for political control and surveillance as well as economic exploitation, as
shown in the example of German South West Africa and Cameroon. But they were
also symbols of imperial sovereignty, as manifested in the architecture of the Bismarck
light tower in Limbe or the fascio littorio-shaped decorations on the Francesco Crispi
lighthouse at Guardafui and its earlier blueprints for a fort-like version that could with-
stand a year-long siege. These designs reveal the ambiguity of lighthouses as places of
refuge and protection, on the one hand, and as instruments to deter people from
coming too close to a dangerous coastline, on the other – or even the lighthouse itself,
considering that the Cape Guardafui lighthouse designs aimed to protect the lighthouse
personnel and the shipwrecked from local wreckers and insurrectionists.97

On the other hand, the commitment to safety at sea became not only a necessary attri-
bute of maritime powers, but also a marker of their status as civilized, ‘humane’ and fully
sovereign nations. The Italian Colonial Office called the project to build the Guardafui
lighthouse ‘un’impresa altamente umanitaria’ (highly humanitarian undertaking), and
the initial study undertaken by the hydrographic vessel Staffetta to plan the lighthouse
construction concluded that it would ‘achieve the undeniable general economic advan-
tage as well as the intelligently humanitarian purpose and high commercial interest
that this work represents for such a conspicuous number of important nations of the civi-
lized world’.98 In the context of Germany joining the Cape Spartel Convention, a letter
from the State Secretary of the Interior to other ministries stated that the member states
and the sultan had taken over the costs ‘in the interest of humanity’.99 Despite the cen-
trality of this humanitarian discourse, actual lifesaving services remained limited in the
colonial world. The Bosporus lifesaving service was established in a power that,
within the scope of the Eastern Question, had an ambiguous sovereign status in the
European order that remained unresolved. The Ottoman authorities appear to have under-
stood that the presentation of a well-functioning lifesaving service would contribute to
showcasing their modernization efforts and move them towards a perpetually ill-defined
standard of civilization, from the periphery closer to the centre.100 Twiss, too, in his
lecture, argued that the wish of non-European nations to be equal required them to

97. Philip Steinberg, ‘The Lighthouse as Survival’, in Tim Edensor, Veronica Strang and Joanna
Puckering, eds., From the Lighthouse: Interdisciplinary Reflections on Light (New York,
2018), 180–4.

98. Regio Istituto Idrografico, Progetto.
99. BA R1002/1073, German State Secretariat of the Interior to the State Secretariat of the Navy

and the Post, 23 June 1897.
100. See the presentation of the lifesaving service in Sultan Abdul Hamid II’s photographic

albums, an example of which is Figure 7. Carney E. S. Gavin and Harvard Semitic
Museum, eds., Imperial Self-Portrait: The Ottoman Empire as Revealed in the Sultan
Abdul Hamid II’s Photographic Albums Presented as Gifts to the Library of Congress
(1893) and the British Museum (1894) (Duxbury, MA, 1988), v–vi.

92 International Journal of Maritime History 38(1)



meet certain standards and behaviours in the field of maritime safety, or else they could be
imposed upon them.101 For instance, the idea was that Japan and China were able
to manage the lighting of their coastlines, but Morocco was not.

This hierarchical thinking at the intersection of imperial and commercial expansion,
safety and humanitarianism was a common denominator around which imperial
powers could agree, motivating them to seek shared forms of maritime safety governance
through inter-imperial institutions. To be sure, in several cases, the ceding of sovereignty
to these institutions happened through the consent of the territorial sovereign in question.
However, even consent could be a facade if these derogations occurred within the context
of colonial or imperial abuses. And even if the legal arrangements insisted on the protec-
tion of the sovereignty of the host state and did not touch on questions of territorial sov-
ereignty properly speaking (that is, the territory on which a maritime safety structure
stood), the practices of financing and managing maritime safety structures arrogated
more and more authority from the host state. This trend was only reversed when states
gained full independence. In the case of Cape Spartel, Morocco terminated the 1865 con-
vention in 1958, assuring all relevant countries that it would continue to ‘provide the
same services and to facilitate navigation in the interest of all’.102 The International
Commission of the Black Sea Lightship and Lifesaving Service at the Bosporus was dis-
banded after the First World War, and its structures were gradually transformed into a
nationwide, Turkish-controlled service.103 After Somalia gained independence from
United Nations-mandated Italian trusteeship in 1960, the Cape Guardafui lighthouse
appears to have remained in operation under Somali authority until the 1980s. Since
then, it has been abandoned, although its ruined silhouette still dominates the cape.
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