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Introduction

Labour, empire and decolonisation: historiographical landmarks 1 Yann Béliard

Sorbonne Nouvelle University

As mentioned by Paul Pickering in his foreword, the origin of this book lies in a one-day conference held in Paris on 8 November 2013 at the Sorbonne Nouvelle. The primary aim of the conference was to help post-graduate students taking the 'agrégation d'anglais', a competitive examination in which the British civilisation question was that of 'British Decolonisation, 1919-1984'. 2 The event was a sequel to conferences organised at other French universities which had focused on subjects as varied as the decolonisation of India, the mutations of the Commonwealth and the Falklands War. 3 Our call for papers read: Specialists of the British Empire and researchers in British labour history can no longer afford to ignore each other, and historians such as Andrew Thompson and collection of six of the talks given on that day (by Yann Béliard, Nicholas Owen, Matt Perry, Gareth Curless, Dave Hyde and Tom Sibley) that Neville Kirk and I have chosen to edit, together with three complementary chapters (by Marie Terrier, Quentin Gasteuil and Evan Smith), to form a volume largely concentrated on transnational actors and colonial workers.

In the introductory remarks that follow I will outline how the paths of imperial and labour histories, though they originally developed in separate spheres, have come to converge, before examining more precisely how that tendency has affected the understanding of British decolonisation per se. Highlighting the achievements and also the lacunae in the relevant historiography, I then sketch what makes this collection an original contribution to the collective efforts of historians so far.

When imperial and labour histories were separate continents

The connection between imperial and labour histories was not always on the agenda. It is still a work in progress, resulting from relatively recent and converging evolutions, as old habits and disciplinary silos die hard. 'Old' imperial history on the one hand, 'old' labour history on the other, were indeed for a long time indifferent to each other, to say the least. The most evident reason for this is of course that imperial history as an academic discipline grew long before labour history, the former developing at Oxford and Cambridge during the inter-war years, while labour history's breakthrough had to wait until the 1960s and 1970s. Be that as it may, it is remarkable that the classical accounts of Britain's imperial expansion should have made so few references to working-class organisations. Though Charles Dilke published his first Greater Britain in 1869, the year following the foundation of the Trades Union Congress (TUC), and his second version in 1907, the year following that of the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP), the growth of the labour movement was evidently not at the heart of his concerns. 6 John Seeley's Expansion of England, published just before that remarkable year, 1884, when both the Fabian Society and the Social-Democratic Federation (SDF) were formed, paid no greater attention to working-men's efforts to organise. 7 Anthony Froude's Oceana, though released in 1887, the year of the Bloody Sunday at Trafalgar Square, shared the same indifference towards the labour question. 8 The three authors mentioned above did write of the English or British 'people', but it was in a racial, not a social sense. The Cambridge history of the British Empire, published between 1929 and 1959, written by academics who tended to see the imperial experience with an indulgent eye and rarely leant towards the left, did not correct that omission. 9 And even the more recent best-sellers on imperial history leave class issues in the background. 10 The fact seems unescapable: most of the literature on the history of the British Empire has traditionally focussed, in a top-down manner, upon the views and actions of the establishment and elite groups and individuals who held the reins of power and control throughout the empire. 11 These were predominantly white, male and British. In many 6 Charles Dilke, Greater Britain. A Record of Travel in English-speaking Countries during 1866 and 1867 (London, 1869).
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John Robert Seeley, The Expansion of England. Two Courses of Lectures (London, 1883).
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Anthony Froude, Oceana or England and her Colonies (London, 1886). Though Froude claimed to have met all classes of people during his tour of South Africa, Australia and New Zealand, he was interested in the governors' opinion on his projected imperial federation, not in the servants' or the miners'. 9 J. Holland Rose, A.P. Newton and E.A. Benians (eds), The Cambridge History of the British Empire (Cambridge, 1929-1959).

10 Niall Ferguson, Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World (London, 2003). Jeremy Paxman, Empire: What Ruling the World did to the British (London, 2011).
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Neville Kirk, Labour and the Politics of Empire. Britain and Australia, 1900 to the Present (Manchester, 2014; 1 st ed. 2011), 5-7. P.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins, British Imperialism, 2 vols. (London, 1993); Ferguson, Empire.

instances their traditional portrayal as being the 'great and good' who adhered mainly to the assumed British peculiarity of enlightened and beneficent imperial rule is misleading. Along with their French, German, Belgian, Russian and other imperialist counterparts they often showed a capacity for arrogant, patronising, cruel, rapacious and coercive behaviour, notwithstanding their claims to the contrary, rather than being in practice fair-minded, tolerant, understanding, restrained and given to compromise. This top-down and idealised approach has also often been accompanied by a particular interest in these men and groups in the metropole, although the actions of the white male Britons who ran the formal colonies and their relations with indigenous colonial elites have also constituted important objects of study.

In contrast, the views and actions of the labouring and producing people -factory-and non-factory-based men, women, white and non-white, the skilled and non-skilled, the organised and unorganised, the more and less secure and the employed and unemployed in urban and rural areas -in relation to questions of empire, imperialism and colonialism, have traditionally been of little or no concern. That is apart from their neglected and shadowy existence as supporters or opponents of the elite practitioners of imperialism and nationalism in both metropole and colony.

Alongside their top-down focus most traditionalists mainly assumed that ideas, practices and influences flowed in relatively simple and one-dimensional ways from a superior metropolitan core to a subordinate periphery. Yet, as Wendy Webster has perceptively observed, this approach neglects and in the majority of cases completely ignores the ways and extent to which the formal colonies of dependence in particular, but also the increasingly self-governing 'white' dominions, shaped the nature and development of British society itself, for example in relations to questions of race, 'whiteness' and ethnicity. 12 12 It was not until the British Empire reached its zenith, in the inter-war years, that a couple of foreign historians underlined the interest one might find in studying the destinies of Labour and of Empire in relation to each other. One was a French Liberal, Elie Halévy, in his History of the English People. 13 The other was a Chinese nationalist named Tingfu Tsiang (Jiang), with his thesis on 'Labor and Empire: A Study of the Reaction of British Labor, Mainly as Represented in Parliament, to British Imperialism since 1880'. 14 In post-war Britain, even a prominent Marxist historian like Victor Kiernan tended to cling to the traditional top-down approach of imperialism, and it was not until the end of the twentieth century that more systematic efforts were made to bridge the gap between imperial history and labour history. 15 Similarly, in the field of British labour history, the imperial dimension was long overlooked. In the Webbs' and in Pelling's famous histories of British trade unionism, the indexes show no entry for the words 'empire' or 'imperialism'. 16 The same goes for the more recent studies published by Hamish Fraser in 1999 and Alastair Reid in 2004. 17 Admittedly, the general histories of the labour movement produced by G.D.H. Cole in the 1930s-1940s 13 Elie Halévy, Histoire du peuple anglais au dix-neuvième siècle (Paris, 1932). His six volumes were published in English between 1949 and 1952 under the title: A History of the English People in the Nineteenth Century (London, 1949-1952), including volume 5 on Imperialism and the Rise of Labour, 1895-1905 (London, 1951). 
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Beatrice and Sidney Webb, The History of Trade Unionism (London, 1920; 1 st ed. 1894). Henry Pelling, A History of British Trade Unionism (Harmondsworth, 1963). 17 Hamish Fraser, A History of British Trade Unionism, 1700-1998 (Basingstoke, 1999). Alastair Reid, United We Stand. A History of Britain's Trade Unions (London, 2004). and by A.L. Morton and George Tate in the following decade did bring the question of imperialism into the picture, but they were exceptions and did not lead to a thematic shift for labour historians. 18 E.P. Thompson was conscious that empire and imperialism should not be left out, but that statement did not reflect so much in his historical writings as in his political activism. In the end, apart from E.J. Hobsbawm, it has to be admitted that on the whole, the pioneers of British labour history tended to be rather insular in the scope of their research. 19 This does not mean that, in the heyday of the British Empire, thinkers and politicians did not make connections between social questions in Britain and imperial expansion, on the contrary. From the last quarter of the nineteenth century to the Second World War, the consolidation of the Empire was seen in most quarters as beneficial for the British people and intrinsically positive for social cohesion. Encouraging the poor to emigrate to the White Dominions was considered as a remedy against the ill effects of the industrial revolution, while the possession of exploitation colonies was seen as fundamental to the provision of cheap food for the domestic labour force. 20 Even among those who contested the established order, for example radicals and republicans like Joseph Chamberlain and Charles Dilke himself, the building of the Empire was deemed to be a panacea. Other liberals, such as Richard Cobden and later John A. Hobson, came to see imperialism as a threat to the wellbeing of the British people, since it meant a colossal waste of capital in colonial wars and foreign investments. They considered all the money was needed at home for welfare reforms.
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Neville Kirk, 'Challenge, crisis and renewal? Themes in the Labour History of Britain, 1960-2010', Labour History Review, 75.2 (2010), 162-80. 19 E.J. Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire. An Economic History of Britain since 1750 (London, 1968); The Age of Empire, 1875-1914 (London, 1987).
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Froude, disgusted by the 'dreary routine of soulless, mechanical labour' he had witnessed in Birmingham and Glasgow (Oceana, 332), hoped migration towards the colonies of his imagined Commonwealth might help the British people regenerate through contact with natural beauty.

One way or the other, links were drawn between imperial and social questions by the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century intellectuals. But they tended to think of the labouring masses as Britons in need of salvation rather than as autonomous agents, seeing industrial disputes as sowing the seeds of anarchy, not of an emancipated future. It is therefore hardly surprising that, in academia, imperial history and labour history should have developed as two separate fields. The mutation and rapprochement did take place at the end of the twentieth century can be interpreted as the result of three different developments: the rise of New Imperial History, of post-colonial studies and of global labour history.

Connecting labour and empire

The 'social turn' of imperial history Imperial history is no longer the preserve of military or diplomacy historians, but has undergone an impressive renewal over the past thirty years, what one might call a sociological turn, thanks to historians such as John MacKenzie and Bernard Porter, who were among the first to tackle the question of the impact of Empire on British society. How did the possession of the biggest empire ever in the history of mankind affect Britain? MacKenzie and Porter came up with different answers, the former arguing that public opinion was manipulated into adhering to the ideology of imperialism (and that the labour movement's advocacy of an ethical imperialism led to class conciliation), the latter claiming that, in spite of propaganda, the masses, contrary to the upper and middle classes, remained largely indifferent to it. 21 What they had in common -an effort this book would like to pursue -is that both sought to look 21 John MacKenzie, Propaganda and Empire. The Manipulation of British Public Opinion 1880-1960 (Manchester, 1984). Bernard Porter, The Absent-Minded Imperialists. Empire, Society and Culture in Britain (Oxford, 2004). See also Catherine Hall (ed.), Cultures of Empire: a Reader. Colonisers in Britain and the Empire in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (Manchester, 2000).

beyond the official attitudes of labour organisations, and attempt to grasp the feelings of the men and women in the street. Largely under their influence growing numbers of historians since the 1980s have addressed the very important issue of whether the British people largely embraced or were indifferent towards the vast mass of imperial literature, values, practices, iconography and propaganda to which they were routinely exposed and subjected.

In 2005, Andrew Thompson tried to move beyond the schism between 'minimalist Porterans' and 'maximalist MacKenzieites'. In The Empire Strikes Back, he argued that the Empire's impact upon Britain was 'pervasive', but that Britain's embrace of that empire was 'more tentative'. 22 Britons were influenced, whether they liked it or not, by the existence of the British Empire, yet Thompson was cautious about generalisations, if only because of the pluralism of British society. Contending that Empire was not only a concern of the ruling class, he concluded that the workers related to it with neither enthusiasm nor indifference, but with a sort of banal acceptance. He also insisted that the world of British workers should include the millions who migrated around the Empire and in all directions from the 1840s to Imperial Britain. The Empire in British Politics, c.1880-1932 (Harlow, 2000); The Empire Strikes Back? The Impact of Imperialism on Britain from the Mid-Nineteenth Century (Harlow, 2004);

(ed.) Britain's Experience of Empire in the Twentieth Century (Oxford, 2012). movement. 24 Some of the most interesting developments have concerned the study of colonial workers, of their plight as well as of their resistance. As an answer to Niall Ferguson's neoconservative praise of the British Empire and its legacy, many historians have shed new light on how colonial people felt about British presence, offering useful academic counternarratives. Before Ferguson had even embarked on his pro-imperial campaign, Barbara Bush was one of the first to underline the perpetual instability of the imperial order due to colonial agency. 25 Walking in her footsteps, Antoinette Burton too has argued that dissent rather than Pax Britannica was the norm. 26 Among the works that have recently addressed popular reactions to imperial domination, two broad-sweeping and admittedly partisan books stand out as particularly readable by a larger audience: the one by John Newsinger, with its focus on twenty moments of crisis, eruption and conflict; and the one by Priyamvada Gopal, which puts more emphasis on cross-border anti-colonial networks. 27 That growing attention paid to the Empire as perceived and experienced from below has not just been the result of individual efforts but has taken the shape of a truly collective enterprise with solid teams of researchers going down that path. This can be illustrated by two examples among others. The Department of History at the University of Exeter has created an online Imperial and Global Forum with weekly posts that never fail to be thought-provoking. 28 And the University of Bristol convened a conference in June 2010 entitled 'Scribblings from below' which focused on 24 Clarisse Berthezène, Robert Boyce and Marie Scot (eds), 'Nouvelles perspectives historiographiques sur le monde britannique', Histoire@Politique. Politique, Culture, Société. Revue électronique du Centre d'histoire politique de Sciences Po, 11 (2010), (http://histoire-politique.fr/index.php? numero=11&rub=dossier&item=110, last accessed 16 Aug. 2019).
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Barbara Bush, Imperialism, Race and Resistance. Africa and Britain, 1919-1945 (London, 1999).
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Antoinette Burton, The Trouble with Empire. Challenges to Modern British Imperialism (Oxford, 2015).
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John Newsinger, The Blood Never Dried. A People's History of the British Empire (London, 2006).

Priyamvada Gopal, Insurgent Empire. Anticolonial Resistance and British Dissent (London, 2019).

'subaltern groups in empire', on the 'less powerful and less privileged actors', looking for a less hegemonic imperial archive made of everyday writings such as diaries, letters, petitions, folk songs, suicide notes and graffiti -an important episode in the rediscovery of empire from a bottom-up perspective. The momentum given by the rise of New Imperial History at the end of the twentieth century is therefore still bearing its fruits. It is now considered legitimate, indeed indispensable to examine the popular experience of empire, just as it is now deemed legitimate and vital to connect the study of the Empire at home with that of the Empire overseas. 29 The post-colonial effect

The second strand that contributed to the unsettling of traditional imperial history was the rise of post-colonial studies in British and American universities, a development inseparable from the growth of history as a profession in Britain's ex-colonies. The post-colonial questioning of Western hegemony was initiated by Edward Said in the late 1970s, and inspired a whole generation of researchers keen to contest the established vision of the British Empire as a benevolent entity. Mostly it has been among historians living in or coming from Britain's excolonies, who appropriated Marx's materialistic methods to study their people's history, that the most impressive leaps forward were made. The best illustration of this has been offered by the Indian 'Subalternists'. In the 1980s, explicitly embracing E.P. Thompson's 'history from below' philosophy, they produced the first analyses of Indian history giving a central place to workers' struggles, with an original focus on rural workers rather than on urban ones. 30 Their efforts were echoed in the 1990s by the work of Samita Sen, an Indian historian of the 28 See their 'Blog of the Centre for Imperial and Global History at the University of Exeter' (https://imperialglobalexeter.com, last accessed 17 Aug. 2019).
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See the concept of 'imperial societies' used by Christophe Charle in La Crise des sociétés impériales. Allemagne, France, Grande-Bretagne (1900-1940). Essai d'histoire sociale comparée (Paris, 2001). Marxist school. 31 With time the Subalternists tended to concentrate on cultural and intellectual issues rather than on economic and social ones, somehow limiting their heuristic value for labour history -an evolution aptly summed up by Matt Perry in his chapter. 32 Though many representatives of that current embraced the post-modern 'linguistic turn' in the 1990s and 2000s, their importance cannot be underestimated. By provincialising Britain, they made it impossible for anyone working on labour and empire to focus merely on British labour organisations and forget about the millions exploited in the colonies, be it in mines or on plantations, on the docks or on the railways. 'We give up neither Marx nor "difference"', insisted Dipesh Chakrabarty in 1995. 33 The dynamic character of the Association of Indian Labour Historians since its foundation in 1996 can clearly be linked to the impetus given by the Subalternist push. And the Subalternists played a crucial role in enlarging labour historians' understanding of class, inviting them to look beyond the white and male wageearner, and embrace in their study of the working class both the formal and the informal sector. 34 For limiting the definition of the working class in the colonial and post-colonial world to urbanised and waged factory workers would mean excluding the bulk of the proletariat made up, in turns or simultaneously, of slaves and indentured workers, not to forget rural migrants and the self-employed.

Labour history's transnational move

The third development that encouraged a rapprochement between imperial history and labour history was the growth of global labour history at the turn of the twentieth and twenty-first century, notably under the tutelage of Marcel van der Linden and his colleagues at the International Institute of Social History (IISH) in Amsterdam. 35 That 'global turn' in labour history would not have been possible without the rise of global approaches in the historical profession in general, as a means of overcoming the limitations of area studies. 36 Comparative history, as practised in the Cold War years, had been one way of moving forward, through the comparison between wide cultural 'areas'. The advantage was to de-naturalise each of those areas, but the risk remained of considering those areas as self-contained entities, as essentially separate objects. World history as practised later in certain history departments in the United States presented another risk, that of smoothening differences and presenting teleological narratives. Instead global history in its most fruitful form took the shape of transnational and connected history, where the purpose was not so much to paint new frescoes as to explore contacts and exchanges. 37 (Oxford, 2005). generation of scholars strove to produce a more de-centred account of history which, without denying the conquest of the world by European powers between the fifteenth and the twentieth century, attempted to reconstruct the dialectics of relationship and resistance. 38 Many labour historians were all the more content to get on board the transnational ship as their objects, working people and their organisations, were international in essence. The monumental inquiry on dockworkers around the world that the late Sam Davies coordinated in the late 1990s is a brilliant illustration of that trend. 39 That enthusiasm, however, was not unanimously shared. British labour history to a certain extent remained fairly insular at first, though a series of conferences -in Coleraine in 2009, in Huddersfield in 2014 -managed to arouse interest and demonstrate the scientific benefits of transnationalism. 40 It took the efforts of Neville Kirk, whose comparative history of labour in Britain and the United States had shown the way, to put the transnational approach more firmly on the map, and the present book is of course part of that exercise in persistence. Kirk's plea for connected histories of labour, it has to be noted, has also always been a cautious one. Where van der Linden considers that the 'old' (pre-Thompsonian) and 'new' (post-Thompsonian) labour histories should now be subsumed into 'global labour history', Kirk has underlined both the promises and the pitfalls of the global paradigm, insisting on the necessity for labour history to always keep an eye on the local, the regional and the national -a concern expressed in similar terms
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For an example of that approach, see Christopher Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914. Global Connections and Comparisons (Oxford, 2004). Such decentring is defended with vigour by anthropologist Jack Goody in The Theft of History (Cambridge, 2006). 1790-1970 (Aldershot, 2000). by Canadian labour historian Bryan D. Palmer. 41 The bias towards the nation-state can indeed also be overcome by micro-studies of the trans-local kind, comparing situations across oceans without attempting to embrace too vast a space. 42 Whatever the caveats, transnational labour history has already produced notable results that can only encourage further explorations. Yes, there are difficulties for academics claiming to write a global history of workers, notably linguistic and practical ones, as underlined by Fabrice Bensimon in his review of the special issue devoted to the topic by the French labour history review Le Mouvement social. 43 But there are also a wealth of potentialities. 44 So called 'old' labour history can be practised in original ways, with a study of working-class organisations on a broader scale than before. Steven Hirsch and Lucien van der Walt have attempted to do this for the syndicalist current. 45 exciting study of the British and Irish offspring of the North American Knights of Labor, is at present writing a global history of the Knights. 46 Worker rebellions are also being revisited through the transnational lens. Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker have vividly charted the emergence and growth of a radical transatlantic seafaring proletariat during the eighteenth century (a forerunner of the radical artisan and factory-based working class of the early nineteenth century), highlighting both the structural conditions of their proletarian subjects and their agency, i.e. their power to exercise, albeit limited, influence over these conditions and the course of events. 47 Collecting data about strikes from all around the world over the longue durée, the network set up and coordinated by Dutch historian Sjaak van der Velden is providing researchers into labour disputes with an unprecedented tool. 48 Anthony Cox, Empire, Industry and Class. The Imperial Nexus of Jute, 1840-1940 (London, 2013). Jim Tomlinson, Dundee and the Empire. 'Juteopolis', 1850-1939 (Edinburgh, 2014). Cox's fascinating study firmly incorporates into its framework of analysis not only employers, governments and the state, but also workers and their transnational and transcontinental connections. 

Empire and class: the ongoing debate

Interrogating the links between labour and empire is thus no longer an incongruous task, and labour historians have been well placed to bring their own contribution to the MacKenzie-Porter debate over the reality and extent of popular imperialism, all the more so as even New Imperial History has tended to favour histories influenced by the cultural turn and privileging the racial and gendered perspectives over the class one. The debate among labour historians has revolved around a central question: to what extent did the British labour movement and British workers at large act as loyal supporters of, or as staunch opponents to British imperialism? In other words: was British labour internationalist at heart, reasoning on a class basis and guided by the interests of both 'white' and 'coloured' workers around the Empire, or did national identity take precedence and lead it to embrace the racist stereotypes that justified the oppression and exploitation of the 'non-Whites'?

The contrasted, sometimes provocative answers given to the question were summed up in their complexity by Neville Kirk in 2003 and only an oversimplified version of the controversy can be presented here. 50 democratic values across the British world, denouncing whenever necessary the abuses of colonialism in Africa and Asia; their fight for a 'better imperialism' and the sense of responsibility of Labour governments in the twentieth century were crucial in making the transition from Empire to Commonwealth a relatively smooth one. Opposite judgments have of course been expressed, especially by Marxist militants and academics. In their view, because the trade-union and Labour Party leaders were never firmly committed to the cause of international socialism, because they allowed themselves to be corrupted by the crumbs fallen from the British bourgeoisie's imperial banquet, they behaved mostly as auxiliaries of the British ruling classes and of their imperialist system, never lending anti-colonial revolts the support they deserved. Whether one favours one interpretation or the other, what is clear is that the labourist ideology that came to dominate the organised labour movement in Britain did not stand for the dismantling but for the reform of the British Empire. Rather than celebrate or deplore this, the task for historians is to account for and make sense of that moderation in imperial affairs. It is also to ask themselves to what extent the non-organised workers adhered to the pro-or anti-imperialist propaganda they were confronted with. Kirk's overview did not put an end to the discussion, which continued with a vigorous dialogue between Jonathan Hyslop and William Kenefick over the political views of Scottish miners in pre-1914 South Africa, proving that there are no simple, straightforward or unilateral answers to the interrogation. 51 Sweeping generalisations about the British labour movement are always risky, if only because of its fragmented character. Being divided between its cooperative, trade-union and political branches, between right-wing and left-wing tendencies, between its English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish poles, between its metropolitan 51 William Kenefick, 'Confronting White Labourism: Socialism, Syndicalism, and the Role of the Scottish Radical Left in South Africa before 1914 ', International Review of Social History, 55.1 (2010), 29-62. Jonathan Hyslop, 'Scottish Labour, Race, and Southern African Empire c.1880-1922: A Reply to Kenefick', International Review of Social History, 55.1 (2010), 63-81. core and its colonial and post-colonial offshoots, between officialdom and grassroots, there was no way its attitude towards the Empire and imperialism could be monolithic, all the more so as attitudes can change over time. The appeal of 'labour and empire' as a field of study lies precisely in that diversity. Applied to the period when Britain's empire started to crumble, the general questions stated above imply interrogating the attitudes of the British labour movement and of ordinary workers towards popular rebellions in the colonies and the decolonisation process more generally.

Labour and the end of the British Empire

If studying labour and empire in conjunction with each other is now generally accepted, the study of British decolonisation per se has rarely focused on the working-class dimension.

From John Darwin to Ronald Hyam, remarkable studies of the process have been published over the years but, without neglecting the social aspects of decolonisation, they have seldom placed the question of class at their heart. 52 Some authors have examined the part played by class interests in the dissolution of the Empire, but from the point of view of the 'gentlemen capitalists' in the case of Cain and Hopkins, or of business more generally in the case of Nicholas White. 53 Their thorough scrutiny of the complex links between economic actors at the top of the social pyramid and political decisions in Downing Street and Whitehall has enhanced our knowledge greatly. But researchers shining the light on the lower strata of society in the metropole and in the colonies have tended to put the stress on gender and race rather than on class relations whenever they have addressed the decolonisation era. Bush and Burton, for example, have both resurrected forgotten episodes of working-class resistance in 52 John Darwin, The End of the British Empire. The Historical Debate (Oxford, 1991). Ronald Hyam, Britain's Declining Empire. The Road to Decolonisation, 1918-1968 (Cambridge, 2006). the colonies, underlining the breath of the workers' repertoire of action, with their resort to sabotage, desertion, boycotts, strikes… But few books have taken the labour movement as their central focus and the passage below offers a rapid overview of that precious literature.

P.S. Gupta (1975): paving the way

When Indian historian Partha Sarathi Gupta published Imperialism and the British Labour Movement, 1914-1964 in 1975, his book was innovative in more ways than one, as Christopher Bayly underlined in his foreword to the 2002 reedition. 54 This was not only because Gupta was probably the first post-Indian independence historian daring to write on a British topic but quite simply because no one so far had attempted to offer a comprehensive overview of how the metropolitan labour organisations in all their variety had related to imperial affairs. 55 The study was as dense as it was ambitious, since it covered not only the Labour Party but also the Independent Labour Party (ILP), the Fabian Society, the trade unions and a myriad of other bodies, and analysed their attitudes over a full half century, whether Labour was in or out of office. At a time when labour history in Britain was prospering and often adopted a broadly Marxist outlook, Gupta explicitly rejected Lenin's analysis of the social and political effects of imperialism on the British 'labour aristocracy' and made critical use of the notion of 'class consciousness', taking his inspiration from Pelling rather than Thompson or Hobsbawm. Yet his overall estimation of Labour's colonial policy was not so different from what left-wing critics of the Labour Party contended: in its 54 Partha Sarathi Gupta, Imperialism and the British Labour Movement, 1914-1964(London, 2002, 1 st ed. 1975).
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A few years earlier David Goldsworthy had laid some foundations with his Colonial Issues in British Politics, 1945-1961. From 'Colonial Development' to 'Wind of Change' (Oxford, 1971). So had Bernard Porter, on an earlier period and in a more circumscribed area, with his Critics of Empire. British Radical attitudes to Colonialism in Africa, 1895-1914 (London, 1968). approach of imperial questions, the Labour Party had never really followed the principles of proletarian internationalism, adhering instead to a form of liberal imperialism inherited from Gladstone. Its criticisms of imperialism had been moral rather than scientific, owing more to Hobson or Edmund D. Morel than to Friedrich Engels or Rosa Luxemburg; the party's objective had always been to improve the situation in the Empire, not to dismantle it. Without attempting to analyse in depth how labouring people to empire, Gupta mostly exonerated the British working class of racism, considering that colonial questions were hardly part of its everyday priorities compared to bread and butter issues. Unexpectedly, one of the strengths of the study was certainly that, taking an object that might have seemed peripheral to the Labour Party's identity -its colonial policy -, it showed how a close study of that policy was revealing as to the essentially non-socialist nature of the party's ideology and practice.

Almost half a century after its publication, Gupta's book can be praised for having stood the test of time. Some of its shortcomings were only due to the constraints weighing on the author at the time, in particular limited access to a number of official archives, others to the fact that his study did not go beyond 1964 -whereas British governments in the following decades, especially Wilson's, would still have much trouble decolonising. However, Gupta's focus being on the decision-making and policy-framing institutions of the movement, namely on the leaders of the Labour Party and the TUC, there were two areas where his book did leave room for other researchers to pull in: the study of the radical left inside and outside Labour on the one hand, that of working-class attitudes towards imperialism, anti-colonialism and decolonisation on the other. A couple of important volumes published since his seminal work have helped, to a certain extent, fill both those gaps.

S. Howe (1993): a focus on the radicals

If there is one work that has been a stepping stone for every contributor to this volume, it is Stephen Howe's Anticolonialism in British Politics. The Left and the End of Empire, 1918-1964, a book that, almost twenty years after Gupta's, moved historical reflection forward in several complementary ways. 56 Howe opened his study with a critique of 'the poverty of historiography' on British decolonisation, which at the time was still analysed essentially as a smooth transition from the Empire to the Commonwealth. Refusing that view, which mirrored most official standpoints, Howe recognised that decolonisation had been decided in high places but stressed that it had been under pressure from below, and occasionally from armed rebellion. Howe was also original in that he refused to treat labour and empire as separate spheres. Whereas Gupta had pursued the indispensable task of mapping out the colonial vision of important metropolitan bodies such as Labour and the TUC, Howe looked in more detail at anti-colonialists in the colonies and at their transnational connections with activists in Britain. He also painted a more complete a picture by scrutinising organisations that Gupta had not placed at the centre of his study, notably the ILP, the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) and the Movement for Colonial Freedom (MCF), inside which members of those parties and other activists coexisted from 1954 to 1964. In his explanation of Labour's tepid anti-colonialism, Howe, building on the foundations laid by Gupta, highlighted key explanatory factors. One was the considerable influence of non-revolutionary critiques of imperialism upon British labour, in particular liberal radicalism and Christian pacifism. 57 Another factor was the initial moderation of the colonised themselves: whether in India or in South Africa, the first nationalist leaders spoke 56

Stephen Howe, Anticolonialism in British Politics. The Left and the End of Empire, 1918-1964 (Oxford, 1993).
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On that topic, see two important books published after Howe's study: Paul Ward, Red Flag and Union Jack. Englishness, Patriotism and the British Left, 1881-1924 (Woodbridge, 1998); Gregory Claeys, Imperial Sceptics. British Critics of Empire, 1850-1920 (Cambridge, 2010). out in favour of Imperial Citizenship and constitutional methods, not of the violent overthrow of British imperialism. Of further importance was the labour leaders' search for respectability and recognition from the British establishment. Why should Henderson, MacDonald, Attlee or Wilson have embraced fundamental anti-colonialism, when neither pressure from the rankand-file nor solicitations from the colonised were strong? To become part of the state apparatus, to be accepted as a government party, Labour had to prove it could be a reliable guardian of imperial interests. 58 What Howe underlined more than Gupta was the activism of the left-wing tendencies inside or outside of Labour. He documented with unprecedented accuracy Labour's reluctance to stand for disengagement from the colonies: the party did not admit the principle of independence for the colonies until 1957, and even then support for nationalist forces was always conditional upon them being on the 'right side' in the Cold War, i.e. on the side of NATO and of the USA. Confirming Gupta's interpretation of Labour's extremely moderate anti-colonialism, Howe broke new ground in his close examination of the CPGB and of why the party, in spite of its initial defence of radical anti-colonialism, put that cause on the backburner from the mid-1930s to the late 1940s, with a short and dizzying parenthesis from 1939 to 1941. Though Ben Bradley's devotion to colonial freedom was unflinching, the leaders of the British party mostly adapted to the demands placed on it by a bureaucratised Comintern, which were motivated primarily by the twists and turns in Stalin's foreign policy, and from 1934 onwards by his search for support from the 'democratic empires' of Britain and France. Howe did not deny that the CPGB was a small party with limited resources at the centre of a mighty empire, which in its early days had had to fight against persecution from the state as well as against Indian and African anti-colonialists, even among those who like George Padmore and Chris Braithwaite had been convinced and active communists. In their eyes, not only the Labour Party but also the CPGB was too opportunistic to be trusted. 60 They ended up championing a form of black nationalism which retained a certain socialistic tinge, but placed their hopes in a rising of the oppressed black masses around the world, not in a united action of the international working class which they now deemed highly improbable. 61 The moderation of many colonial nationalists, who identified with the British upper classes far more than with the lower classes in their own country, is of course a key factor in explaining why crosscontinental anti-colonial alliances, when they did take place, remained relatively aloof from socialist and communist influence. This was the case of the Indian-Irish Independence League 59 Smith in his chapter for this volume summarises the historiographical debate. Since Howe's book, significant contributions to the history of the CPGB's anti-imperialism have been published; notably: Neil Redfern, Class or Nation. Communists, Imperialism and Two World Wars (London, 2005).
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This frustration is reminiscent of that of Indian nationalists towards European socialists prior to the First World War at the international congresses of Paris (1900), Amsterdam (1904), Stuttgart (1907) and Copenhagen (1910). See Ole Birk Laursen, 'Anarchist Anti-Imperialism: Guy Aldred and the Indian Revolutionary Movement, 1909-1914', Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 46.2 (2018), 286-303. 61 Christian Hogsbjerg, C.L.R. James in Imperial Britain (Duke, 2014); Mariner, Renegade and Castaway: Chris Braithwaite. Seamen's Organiser, Socialist and Militant Pan-Africanist (London, 2014). See also Theo Williams, 'George Padmore and the Soviet Model of the British Commonwealth ', Modern Intellectual History, 16.2 (2019), 531-59. decolonisation period for Labour was inescapable. So was the fact that the small groups within the British labour movement who were supportive of popular uprisings in the colonies had little practical help to offer. For the editors, however, this did not mean that the efforts of those who had tried to build bridges should be forgotten. Their collection, which combines economic, social, political and cultural approaches, constitutes an invaluable study of those minorities who attempted to swim against the current.

Labour and decolonisation: a flourishing of inquiries

Since Gutpa and Howe produced their classics, and thanks to the impetus they gave to further research, the historiography on labour and decolonisation has kept expanding. Tributes to Frederick Cooper's Decolonization and African Society: the Labour Question in French and British Africa (1996) abound in the following pages, and for good reason. 66 So has the growing literature on Britain's policing of the colonies, even when, like in Caroline Elkins' or Benjamin Grob-Fitzgibbon's works, it does not focus on the repression of workingclass movements as such but on that of nationalist rebellion. 69 Their examples paved the way for historians such as Martin Thomas who are now scrutinising the policing of industrial disputes in particular. Like Cooper's, Thomas's work is fundamentally comparative. 70 67 Nicholas Owen, The British Left and India. Metropolitan Anti-Imperialism, 1885-1947 (Oxford, 2007).

His chapter in this volume re-examines some of the questions raised in his book using new primary and secondary material. 1917-65 (Manchester, 1992). David Anderson, Histories of the Hanged. Britain's Dirty War in Kenya and the End of Empire (London, 2005).

So it seems that the steps forward taken by the practitioners of New Imperial History and global labour history, although mostly taken separately, are now bearing fruit, in particular in the study of decolonisation. In 2015, Spencer Mawby produced the first synthesis on British decolonisation that devotes a whole chapter, and revealingly the final one, to 'Capital and Labour'. 71 This choice reflects the welcome increase in the number of studies concentrating on colonial workers, illustrated, for example, in the contributions of Curless and Hyde to this volume. Are the traditional lacunae apparent in much of the treatment of labour and decolonisation about to be filled? This can only be a cumulative process and the present book has no other aim than to participate in that progress.

***

Our study covers two thirds of the twentieth century, from the days of High Imperialism to the moment when Britain had lost most of its colonies. The volume follows a chronological progression, with a focus in Part One ('Contesting Imperialism, 1910s-1950s') on individual activists who, in distinctive ways, set about to destabilise the imperial status quo when the Empire was at its zenith. Part Two ('Labour, Decolonisation and Independence, 1940s-1960s') presents a series of case studies tackling working-class interventions in the phase of transition from British rule to colonial emancipation.

In terms of chronology, the two parts overlap slightly, as the shaking of Britain's imperial order started long before the end of the Second World War. In terms of themes and 70 Martin Thomas, Violence and Colonial Order: Police, Workers and Protest in the European Colonial Empires, 1918-1940 (Cambridge, 2012).
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Spencer Mawby, The Transformation and Decline of the British Empire. Decolonisation after the First World War (London, 2015). 'Capital and Labour', 119-43. See also his chapter on 'Anti-colonialism in the British Empire ', 18-42. objects too, the two parts resonate with each other, as the militants who were active in the inter-war years were part of transnational networks that often played a role in post-war events also. In other words, the two-fold structure adopted here should not be interpreted as a wish to propose a binary vision: the British imperial and Commonwealth experiences examined here are plural. At the same time, placing labour in its widest sense and transnational activists and networks at the heart of our enquiry, we have sought to preserve a coherence of focus throughout the book.

Having said that, our exploration of labour, empire and decolonisation offers no unique interpretation, no single frame of analysis, whatever our common assumptions may be -in particular the rejection of exceptionalism and essentialism, and a preference for comparative and transnational approaches. It should also be added that, as a glance at the table of contents reveals, this collection does not claim to be an encyclopaedia of labour and decolonisation. It is too fragmentary for that, and the case studies it brings together are mere signposts on the road that may lead to the production of such an academic tool. 72 Though the present book is necessarily selective in its subject matter and limited in its scope, it hopes to persuade the reader that it makes a new, original and useful contribution to the task at hand. Further research hopefully will build upon and extend the foundations laid here. Helped by collaborative scholarly endeavours across the world, we will eventually be in a position to offer a truly comprehensive account of the important subject areas of labour, empire and decolonisation. 
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  imperial working class shaped by the mechanics of global capitalism, made and unmade by one single process of class formation.
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  ostracism from the Labour Party and TUC 'officialdom'. But the sincere anti-colonialism of 58 This is well illustrated by a 24-page brochure written by the Labour Party's Advisory Committee on Imperial Questions in 1943: 'The Colonies. The Labour Party's Post-War Policy for the African and Pacific Colonies'. many members and cadres was not enough to counterbalance pressure from the Kremlin to adopt the Popular Front line, which led to the dissolution of both the League Against Imperialism (LAI) in 1937, after merely ten years of existence, and that of the Comintern itself in 1943. 59 Howe's study thus shed new light on the success of Pan-Africanism among West

  Cooper, indeed, was the first historian to explore in great depth the 'aggressive developmentalism' deployed by the Attlee government in Britain's African colonies and its determination to shape colonial trade unions according to the British model imagined by Sidney Webb, then Lord Passfield, in his 1930 memorandum on the question. Cooper was also the first to take strikes waves in and across the colonies as an object of study in their own right, underlining how they become a permanent feature after 1918 and contrasting, in the post-1945 years, the disputes that were kept under control and those that, like in the Gold Coast, turned into emancipatory movements. Anti-colonialism too has been studied more closely, with one work towering over the field: Nicholas Owen's study of the British Left and India until 1947, now also a milestone for all researchers. Owen's book renders more complex the picture offered by 66 Cooper, 'Decolonization and African Society'. For references to Cooper's more recent work, see historiographical overviews offered by Curless and Hyde in this volume.Howe thanks to the consultation of Comintern archives only made accessible after the dissolution of the Soviet Union.67 Two areas that have recently attracted the attention of historians and have, as a side result, shed some light on labour and decolonisation, are the Labour Party's foreign policy on the one hand and British counter-insurgency on the other. Since 2000, Rhiannon Vickers, John Callaghan and Paul Corthorn and Jonathan Davis have all taken a new look at Labour's discourse and practice in international relations.68 Even though those studies adopt mostly a top-down approach and are not centrally concerned with the British Empire and Commonwealth, they have participated in enriching the conversation, if only by making researchers more sensitive to the wider geopolitical issues examined in Labour headquarters.
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(IIIL) formed in 1932, although colonial authorities saw its founders as Bolsheviks. 62 But the perceived unreliability of the British left could only nourish suspicion among those nationalist or working-class activists in the colonies who did have socialist leanings.

B. Frank, C. Horner and D. Stewart (2010): widening the scope A third book -this one not a monograph but a collection of individual chapters, including one by Neville Kirk -has recently extended Gupta's and Howe's works: The British Labour Movement and Imperialism, edited by Billy Frank, Craig Horner and David Stewart. 63 Based on a conference held at University of Central Lancashire, Preston, in 2008, the volume was path-breaking in its attempt to consider labour in its widest sense and make full use of the tools of transnational history -options that the authors of the present collection have also tried to stick to and exploit for the best. The chapters broadly confirmed three points already established by previous research: not all British workers were indifferent to imperial matters; their attitudes were not determined merely by narrow self-interest or absent-minded imperialism; 64 and the visions of Empire issuing from Labour Party and TUC headquarters were, at least until the late 1950s, suffused with paternalism, 'Kiplingism' and racial prejudice. 65 The conclusion that international class solidarity had not been a priority in the 62 Keith Jeffery, Ireland, India and Empire. Indo-Irish Radical Connections, 1919-1964 (Manchester, 2008).
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