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In the early twentieth century, employees of British multinational business formed a substantial group of British abroad. In contrast with Cain's and Hopkins' gentlemanly capitalists, who were principally indirect portfolio investors, these British expatriates were managers who were in direct contact with non-Europeans, principally through the direct employment of tens of thousands of local people. Their cross-cultural encounters form a significant body of evidence, which has been largely overlooked in secondary literature.

As the paper discusses, there was a tendency for British companies overseas to adopt British social mores found in areas of formal Empire, and where these were not already in existence, to create a 'British culture' based on norms often associated with ideas of Empire. But this approach used 'British' norms which were themselves often the product of previous colonial encounters, norms which were in fact not 'British' but hybrids of adaptation and compromise to a foreign environment. 

The paper will discuss how the study of British multinationals operating in areas of formal and informal empire therefore shows that their 'British' identity was forged from transnational interaction with non-British peoples overseas, whose own cultures and identities influenced and helped to form ideas of 'Britishness'. Experiences outside Britain on the peripheries of Empire informed and altered company culture overseas, which was then, crucially, transferred back to Britain. The idea of a central metropolitan culture radiating out to the peripheries is seen to be a false one, and can be replaced by the idea of networks of circulating personnel, cultures and influences moving from periphery to periphery, and to and from Britain. From this emerges the paradox of British identity, the very nature of which then, was both defined and undermined as 'British' by these cultural encounters. 

