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Towards a people's history of British decolonisation

Our intention in convening the November 2013 conference in Paris was to make a double contribution, to imperial studies and to labour history, possibly to break down subdisciplinary boundaries and help those fields of research cross-fertilise each other. We were also hoping to overcome some of the weaknesses in the usual treatment of labour's role in British decolonisation: the artificial separation between the metropole and the colonies; the narrow focus on Labour Party headquarters on the one hand, and on nationalist elites on the other. In short we were determined to highlight the initiatives of transnational actors and the role of the workers themselves, both in Britain and in its imperial domain. We were fully aware that we were not the first to ask, as Bernard Porter had in 2004: 'What about the workers?'. 1 But whereas most studies have tended to scrutinise times of imperial expansion and consolidation, what we were seeking to do was analyse the role of workers and their organisations in a time of disruption and destabilisation. Besides, whereas British decolonisation had been so often presented as a relatively smooth transfer of power from London to new nation-states, we felt that top-down approach was not satisfactory, that the intervention of anti-colonial left-wing activists and of the labouring masses themselves in the process needed to be examined more seriously.

1 Bernard Porter, 'What about the workers?', chapter 9 in Absent-Minded Imperialists.

1

The need to push the efforts of our predecessors a little further stemmed partly from the frustration towards interpretations that painted too rosy a picture of British decolonisation, of the British Left, and also of its relationship with anti-imperial fighters in the coloniesmisgivings apparent for example in Tony Benn's foreword to Frank, Horner and Stewart's

The British Labour Movement and Imperialism. His preface unduly transformed what was so often a story of missed encounters between metropolitan and colonial anti-imperialists into a barely credible success story in which '(d)emocracy dissolved the British Empire'. 2 The claim that 'a relatively peaceful end to British imperialism' was made possible by 'the good will of influential socialists in the post-war government of Britain' was also problematic. 3 The vision of Britain as a 'smooth decoloniser' has been torn apart by so much recent research that there is no need to go into too much detail here. To summarise, in their very different narratives of the end of empire, Darwin, Hyam and Cain and Hopkins have all highlighted the messy character of Britain's retreat: the fact that it was imposed on all British governments, including the Labour governments, rather than planned; and that it resulted above all from changes in the international balance of forces and revolts in the colonies, but only marginally from the concerted action of British anti-colonialists and colonial freedom fighters. 4 Such observations have only been confirmed by the growing literature on the policing of the Empire and on the British art of counter-insurgency. Studies of the partition of the Indian Empire as well as histories of British disengagement from Palestine point in the same direction, that of a process that was no less bloody than in the French or the Portuguese ones, and that left a possibly greater number of time bombs behind.

number of established 'truths' and question the part played by working-class actors in those untidy transitions.

As for the role of the Left, it is true that, until Howe's pioneering work, it had been grossly under-estimated. But the risk is to overestimate the influence of the leftists inside the Labour Party, when the shift in Labour Party policy on colonial questions in the late 1950s had probably less to do with the left wing convincing the centre and the right wing than to the shift away from direct colonial rule inside the Establishment itself. 5 Here again, in the eyes of labour historians, one of the values in re-evaluating the impact of the metropolitan Left on colonial policies is that it could lead to a useful shift towards a so far neglected object of study: the working-class mobilisations in the colonies, which owed little to metropolitan influences and were probably more disturbing for the managers of the Empire than Stafford Cripps' or Aneurin Bevan's manoeuvres behind the curtains. 6 On top of this, the thesis that the links established by the metropolitan Left with colonial liberation movements were essential in making the liquidation of Empire smooth is also debatable. Such ties did exist -a point worth underlining, as Marie Terrier does in her chapter on Annie Besant, since it goes against those post-colonial readings that tend to reify or essentialise cultural barriers. But those convergences and alliances were in general fragile and temporary. Indeed, though the British Left could in theory have collaborated with colonised people on their road to independence, around the common objective of a socialist reorganisation of the world, several factors -clearly identified by Howe, and explored in 5 Several reviewers of Howe's book called for a qualification of the MCF's direct impact on the dismemberment of the Empire. See reviews by John Darwin (English Historical Review, 110 (1995), 429-32) and Andrew Porter (History Workshop Journal, 40 (1995), 261-3).
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This was notable in Trinidad and Tobago. See Jerome Teelucksingh, Labour and the Decolonization Struggle in Trinidad and Tobago (Basingstoke, 2014). more depth by Owen and others after him -made that bonding of forces impossible. 7 All in all, neither the bourgeois nationalists nor the labouring classes in the colonies had reason to feel particularly confident in the metropolitan Left -which helps understand why, in the aftermath of the Second World War, colonial rebellions against the British Empire were led along nationalist lines and not under the flag of labour internationalism.

Diverse approaches and common assumptions

Many admitted visions of labour's part in British decolonisation therefore need to be discussed and qualified. The chapters collected here were produced by writers with distinct methodological and political outlooks. Yet they are united by a common refusal to hide any of the dark sides of British imperial rule and retreat; and a parallel refusal to obliterate any of the many ambiguities or contradictions of the British Left in its proclaimed attempts to connect with anti-colonial forces around the Empire. To put it in a nutshell, the essays we have gathered here seek neither to celebrate nor to deplore but to understand.

To take steps towards a more balanced and more complex understanding of the question, we were also driven by a number of common assumptions, which were probably implicit at the start but which are worth summing up in a more explicit way in this concluding essay. For those pre-conceptions, seen from another angle, were also hypotheses that needed to be tested. One of those assumptions was that the building of bridges between anticolonialists in the metropole and around the Empire, between left-wing opponents of imperialism in Britain and working-class rebels in the colonies, was not doomed from the 7

In the case of the British Labour Party, trade unions and cooperatives, many studies have shown that they were too integrated in the domestic institutions, too afraid of rocking the boat, to behave as consistent internationalists. In the case of the much smaller communist movement, especially once it was Stalinised, its policy seems to have been determined more by the interests of the Kremlin bureaucracy than by those of colonial peoples and workers.

start. Obstacles on that road were numerous, as our chapters confirm in many different and complementary ways. Labour movement leaders were in general more loyal to the Empire than to their class sisters and brothers in the colonies. Workers in Britain and their cousins in the white dominions were often imbued with the dominant ideology, and not immune to the official and media discourses on the Britons' superiority and civilising mission. Under particular circumstances, those vague and mostly dormant conceptions were actually formulated in the clear-cut, unashamed language of white labourism and racial socialism. 8 But the picture was always more mixed. Even in Australia and South Africa there were militants attached to the values of internationalism and antiracism, minorities who preserved at least in principle the possibility of a connection with the non-white oppressed and exploited. 9 The range of possible positions on the racial question inside the labour movement is well illustrated by Neville Kirk's study of the life-long relationship between Britain's Tom Mann and Australia's Bob Ross, two socialist labour leaders and friends who adopted contrasting, indeed contradictory stances on the matter. While Mann was a consistent anti-racist, Ross was a staunch defender of the White Australia policy. 10 As for the sentiments of the rank-and-file, they were not homogenous either, combining prejudice or even rejection with sympathy for the poor, and at times, though more rarely, the sense of a common destiny. Most of our chapters testify therefore both to the existence of a solid colour bar, and to the possibility that some activists on the left tried to cross it, and not always in vain. 11 8 Jonathan Hyslop, 'The Imperial working class makes itself "white": White Labourism in Britain, Australia and South Africa before the First World War ', Journal of Historical Sociology, 12.4 (1999), 398-421. Another one of those assumptions was the idea that labour mobilisations in the colonies could not be reduced to a subset of nationalist and anti-colonial resistance, that they deserved to be studied in their own right, that the working-class rebellions that accompanied the fights for national liberation had a logic and potentialities of their own, even though most of them ended up being subsumed within a nationalist framework. This is the fruitful option embraced by Sumithra Janaka Biyanwila in his recent history of trade unions in Sri Lanka: to consider trade unions not as 'accessories of political parties' or 'small footnotes in larger political tapestries', not just as supporting actors but main players. 12 Biyanwila observes that the passage from colonial rule to independence saw not only the emergence of combative trade unions on the tea plantations and in the garment industry, but also their incorporation into the Sinhala Buddhist state, reproducing in another setting the model of integration into the state apparatus as theorised by Sidney Webb. This explains why the unions are so often seen as playing second fiddles. Comparable evolutions took place during the decolonisation process in the West Indies and Africa too, where trade-union struggles became subordinated to 'national liberation' and, in exchange for their association with the new dominant parties and the co-optation of their leaders, lost much of their subversive and oppositional power. In spite of that, and because writing history is precisely about not taking the end of the story for granted, the chapters gathered here, in particular in Part Two, make a point of not assuming that this subordination was a foregone conclusion.

What emerges here is a common determination to recapture the sense of uncertainty that accompanied the final decades of the British Empire. With hindsight, it is easy to forget the array of possible futures that emerged from anti-colonial resistance, in particular when it took the shape of massive working-class movements, before such initiatives from below were constrained by the framework of the new nation-states. 13 It is easy to forget the dreams and practical attempts of the radical minorities who believed that coordinated efforts across borders might lead not only to the destruction of the British Empire but to that of capitalism and imperialism in general, and to its replacement by some form of universal socialism. So, while our edited volume helps understand why the 1945-1965 anti-colonial revolts were eventually not led under the flag of socialist internationalism but under that of national liberation, it also emphasises the roads not taken, to retrieve, in a gesture inspired by E.P.

Thompson's philosophy, the sheer sense of openness and opportunity so prevalent in the phase when the foundations of the British Empire started to shake. 14

Where do we go from here?

The list of the themes and locations that we have left untouched or have only been able to tackle superficially is too long to be presented here. But, developing some of Neville Kirk's concluding remarks, I wish to outline in this final part several dimensions that may deserve more attention in future research.15 

Organisations. Some branches of the British labour movement which do not appear in the following pages should undoubtedly be rescued from oblivion. This is particularly necessary because, in spite of the remarkable expansion of the social and cultural history of the British Empire since the 1980s (which came as a very useful corrective to narrow, top-down traditionalism), it has for the most part concerned itself with the attitudes of sections of the wider 'people' rather than specifically with the labouring classes and their labour movements. 16 The cooperative movement's investment in the imperial field and the way the promoters of cooperation navigated the decolonisation process are areas where more inquiries are surely needed, if only to test how the intentions of the MacDonald and Attlee governments to use cooperation as a vehicle for enlightened imperialism translated on the ground. Beyond co-operators, none of the social, cultural and educational networks through which workers tried to organise voluntary individual and collective self-help should be neglected by historians of decolonisation. If we turn to political groups, the Trotskyists' approach to anticolonialism would also be worthy of further inquiry, in the wake of important publications on their general history. 17 Here the focus would once again be on minute groupings with limited impact on the bulk of the working class. But as a tendency whose opposition to British imperialism rarely wavered, Trotskyism deserves more than a footnote.

International relations. On a different level, future historians might also be tempted to relate labour and decolonisation issues more firmly to the context of Cold War tensions, as illustrated by Sibley's chapter in this volume. The rivalry between the World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) and the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) from the moment of the split in 1949 was played out on a global scale that included British territories, and many aspects of that competition for influence affected colonial workers in their relation to their employers as well as in their political engagements. From the sending of African American activists as emissaries to West Africa to the fomenting of strikes so as to upset anti-imperialist regimes, the American Federation of Labor (AFL)'s manoeuvres merit closer examination, as does the relationship between Soviet foreign policy and the trade unions attracted to the WFTU.

Rank-and-file workers in the metropole. Looking beyond the workers who at one point or another in their life were members of national and international organisations, it is the workers that did not belong to trade unions or political parties who in many ways remain a terra incognita for the labour historian. Though the contributors to this volume share a common determination not to write a history of 'big men', or 'big women', and a common desire to shed light on the material conditions and mental preoccupations of the labouring majority, the reconstruction of rank-and-file attitudes towards imperialism and decolonisation is not so easy -certainly more complex than the study of the positions of activists for whom political expression was as essential as breathing. Common people do not leave as many written traces behind as the 'uncommon' militant, hence our difficulties in imagining their mentalities. One of the rare blind spots in Stephen Howe's study of anti-colonialism was precisely that: a focus on the politics of organised Labour that left the social question of working-class attitudes somehow in the background. The dominant attitude in high places -in ministries, in TUC and Labour Party headquarters, on Fleet Street -was to discard the demands of colonial workers as immature, or as the work of agitators. But to what extent did British workers adhere to such visions? Our collection revisits -without providing any definite or unilateral answer -the usual paradox: being subordinate, the British worker could feel solidarity with other subordinates around the world; but belonging to the richest nation in the world, he or she could share the paternalistic ideology of the ruling class. 18 Further 18 On metropolitan attitudes towards colonial workers, Laura Tabili's work is essential reading. See: "We Ask for British Justice." Workers and Racial Difference in Late Imperial Britain (London, 1994); Global Migrants, Local Culture. Native and Newcomers in Provincial England, 1841-1939 (Basingstoke, 2011).

attention should be given to the variety of labour responses to the imperial system, especially as individuals and groups could and did change their attitudes to empire and colony over time.

Besides, working-class attitudes in the metropole should not be artificially homogenised. If decolonisation and the break-up of the United Kingdom can be seen as interrelated processes, maybe there is reason to wonder whether labour perceptions of decolonisation differed significantly in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

Rank-and-file workers in the colonies. Another question worth examining more profoundly than our collection does is the relation of white workers in the Dominions to the decolonisation process. Above all, it seems that the area where the greatest strides forward should be taken concern the colonial labourers themselves. Both Curless's work on the Sudan and Hyde's work on Kenya have allowed our knowledge of that proletarian experience to expand, but every territory that was ever coloured in red on the world map would deserve such scrutiny. We need to know much more about the unpaid women and children employed in the imperial economy, even when the International Labour Organisation (ILO) started to elaborate international norms against coerced labour and British governments pretended to combat unfree labour. 19 As for the distinction between purely industrial and purely political strikes in the colonies, it should be teased out in every context, as one can well imagine that economic and anti-colonial considerations were not confined to separate areas in the striking workers' brains. In this respect the exploration of a 'new' source may prove fruitful: since the revelation in 2011 that the Foreign Office had hidden more than one million papers that should have been declassified, those documents have slowly been made accessible to researchers. However, major obstacles remain: one is the fact that British authorities destroyed a significant proportion of their archives while retreating from the colonies; another is that the archives that were saved reveal the contours of the 'official mind' more directly than those of the masses' psychology.

Varieties of anticolonialism.

In terms of its spatial scope, this collection could not, given its limited size, cover the British Empire as a whole. Appropriately contextualised continuities and changes in the nature and meanings of imperialism and colonialism, but also of anticolonial nationalism, thus merit further investigation. Some omissions the editors regret more than others. One of course is that of Arab and Jewish workers and activists, especially at a moment when the labour movement in Britain stands accused of antisemitism. Studying how anti-colonialists of the socialist kind, whatever their ethnic origin and whether living in the metropole or in the Mediterranean world, discussed the future of Palestine after the departure of the British or imagined a solution to the persecution of the Jews would have been immensely rewarding. Just as frustrating is the absence of a chapter on anti-colonialism and decolonisation in the West Indies. That absence is maybe even more regrettable when we recall that the role of working-class rebellions in the anti-colonial process was probably more visible and essential than in any of Britain's colonies. Whether in Guiana, Tobago or Trinidad, it was the wave of labour unrest of the 1930s that opened the way to the fight for independence. Many of the men who came to power in the 1950s and 1960s -from Grantley Adams and Clement Payne in Barbados to Alexander Bustamante and Norman Manley in Jamaica -were popular leaders, though not always trade unionists, who had shaped and been shaped by those fiery years. 20 Analysing the link between industrial disputes and anti-colonial nationalism in the West Indies would have been relevant to our collection, especially as those disputes were never just Caribbean affairs: a significant amount of the strikes leaders had lived in the British Isles and could rely both on a rich metropolitan experience and on their transnational connections. 21 Those men had their foibles and shortcomings, and as the leaders of newly emancipated countries they did not succeed any more than their African counterparts in putting an end to worker exploitation or to the domination of Anglo-American capital. But should this volume on labour and decolonisation have a sequel, it should pay due attention to their story, and to that of the labouring women and men who mobilised with them. This would shed light more generally on the important and much neglected area of relations between, on the one hand, elite nationalist movements and, on the other hand, the mobilisation of labour and other popular movements -an area which requires much wider and deeper examination and explication.

Race and gender. Individuals and groups could hold complex and contradictory attitudes, including slave and free women. 22 Future studies should address, where appropriate, both issues and relations of gender and race more extensively and intensively than has often been the case in the past and contribute to new and exciting developments in the intersection of political economy, environmental and labour history as applied to empire and imperialism. 23

Comparative perspectives. Finally, an approach that our chapters do not adopt systematically but which is promising indeed, is the method which compares the British imperial experience with other imperial experiences, and also considers our historical objects from a trans-imperial perspective. The interest in the comparative angle is evident when one thinks about labour and British decolonisation in comparison with the French case, especially at a moment when French historians embracing transnational and 'from below' perspectives seem to be reaching a wider readership. 24 The balance of forces inside the Left in the post-war years was completely different in Britain and in France, with an overwhelming Labour Party facing a smallish CPGB on the one hand and a massive PCF (Parti communiste français) facing a declining SFIO (Section française de l'Internationale ouvrière) on the other. Yet that discrepancy did not significantly affect the attitude of the Left towards anti-imperial revolts in the colonies. In May 1945, the bloody repression of the nationalist troubles in Algeria took place under the auspices of a coalition government comprising both SFIO and PCF ministers.

As for the war against Algerian independence, it was launched by Guy Mollet, an SFIO prime 22 Diana Paton, No Bond but the Law. Punishment, Race and Gender in Jamaican State Formation,1780-1870 (Durham, 2004); Philippa Levine, Gender and Empire (Oxford, 2017).
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Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts. El Nino Famines and the Making of the Third World (London, 2000).
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Patrick Boucheron (ed.), Histoire mondiale de la France (Paris, 2017). Gérard Noiriel, Une histoire populaire de la France, de la guerre de Cent Ans à nos jours (Marseilles, 2018). Michelle Zancarini-Fournel, Les luttes et les rêves : une histoire populaire de la France de 1685 à nos jours (Paris, 2016). minister who was given full powers in 1954 by a majority in the National Assembly that included PCF representatives, representatives who during most of the war called for 'peace in Algeria', not independence. 25 As in the British case, colonial workers fought for the independence of their countries with little support from metropolitan French socialists. This does not mean that the French proletariat was as supportive of the state's military intervention as the parties speaking in its name, as testified by the numerous spontaneous protests against conscription, and the often humane behaviour of working men wearing the uniform. 26 In contrast to SFIO and PCF positions, the political and material support brought by anarchist and Trotskyists to the Algerian independence fighters has recently been studied more closely.

But it was not without its paradoxes, one of them being that the two biggest Trotskyist groups in France, the PCI and the OCI, disagreed as to which tendency of the nationalist movement should be helped, with the former siding with the FLN (Front de libération nationale) and the latter with the MNA (Mouvement national algérien). Such dilemmas were certainly not a French preserve and historians would benefit immensely from comparing the choices made by the radical Left across imperial metropoles.

Trans-imperial perspectives. This would naturally lead, beyond comparisons, to a study of the circulation of ideas and activists across imperial borders. That trans-imperial angle has already helped enhance our understanding of decolonisation, in particular in the works which 25 Alain Ruscio, Les communistes et l'Algérie. Des origines à la guerre d 'indépendance, 1920-1962 (Paris, 2019). Jacques Le Gall, La question coloniale dans le mouvement ouvrier en France, 1830-1962 (Pantin, 2013).
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Many of those initiatives were taken by PCF sympathisers who at that moment did not follow the party line or were not aware that their actions contradicted it. Comparable individual trajectories were observed during the war in Indochina, where dozens of French soldiers with communist sympathies deserted to join the ranks of Ho Chi Minh's army and became his 'white soldiers'. See Jacques Doyon, Les soldats blancs de Ho Chi Minh (Paris, 1973). consider the military support that Britain brought to the French Empire in Indochina, to the Dutch one in Indonesia, or to the 'American Empire' during the Korean War. The study of anti-colonialism and of labour responses to imperialism would also gain from such an approach, as shown by Gasteuil's chapter and its emphasis on cross-imperial networks. 27 Mélanie Torrent, for example, has highlighted the contrast between the Labour Party's moderation in dealing with British imperial interests and its whole-hearted support, at the very same moment and mostly via MCF initiatives, to the FLN in its war against France. There is certainly much to learn from case studies that, likewise, include several imperial zones in their scope and explore the crossing of imperial borders, allowing intriguing parallels to be made. 28 *** Since our 2013 conference in Paris, news from around the world has confirmed how timely the gathering was. In recent years, the deaths of important nationalist figures who, in their youth, had been fellow travellers of the British Left, have reminded us of the long-neglected connection between Empire and Labour. Michael 'King Cobra' Sata, who died on 28 October 2014, had been a platform sweeper, a baggage porter and a trade unionist at Victoria Station long before joining the fight for independence and becoming Zambia's fifth president in 2011.

Calling himself a social-democrat until the very end, he was known to use fiery language to denounce the foreign capitalists' hold over the country's copper mines. Lee Kuan Yew, the founding father of independent Singapore, who died on 23 March 2015, had campaigned for 27 Michael Goebel explores similar networks in his Paris, capitale du tiers monde. Comment est née la révolution anticoloniale, 1919-1939 (Paris, 2017).
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On the need for historians of the British Empire to become less strictly British and more global in their outlook, see Simon J. Potter and Jonathan Saha, 'Global History, Imperial History and Connected Histories of Empire', Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History, 16.1 (2015). Whatever the point of focus, there is ample scope to widen and deepen our knowledge and understanding of labour, imperialism, colonialism and decolonisation. It will be a demanding but rewarding task successfully to meet this wide-ranging research agenda. 30 29 Jacqueline Jenkinson, Black 1919. Riots, Racism and Resistance in Imperial Britain (Liverpool, 2009).
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Since the 2013 conference at the Sorbonne Nouvelle, Gareth Curless and I have set up a "Labour and Empire" working group that meets every two years at the European Labour History Network (ELHN) conferences, and occasionally in between. For making those events possible, for constant financial and technical support, I wish to thank my research team, CREW (Centre for Research on the English-speaking World), and everyone at the Maison de la Recherche de la Sorbonne Nouvelle, especially Patrick Belmonte. For inspiring many of the reflections summed in these final pages, I am grateful to all the colleagues and friends who, over the years, have taken part in the adventure, and to those who, in the future, will make sure it goes on.
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  Comrades and Cousins. 10 Kirk, Transnational Radicalism. 11 See Kirk's conclusion in this volume and his reflections on the "global colour line" explored by Lake and Reynolds.
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  On counter-factual history, see Quentin Deluermoz and Pierre Singaravélou's stimulating Pour une histoire des possibles : analyses contrefactuelles et futurs non advenus(Paris, 2016).14 On crossroads and paths not taken, see also Michael Collins, 'Decolonisation and the "Federal Moment"', Diplomacy and Statecraft, 24.1 (2013), 21-40. 
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  Labour and Politics of Empire, 7 (footnotes 8, 9, 11); 25 and 26 for references to the work of Porter, MacKenzie and related scholars.
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  EvanSmith and Matthew Worley (eds), Against the Grain. The British FarLeft from 1956 (Manchester, 2014). JohnKelly, Contemporary Trotskyism. Parties, Sects and Social Movements in Britain (London, 2018).
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  See Colin A. Palmer's trilogy: Eric Williams and the Making of the Modern Caribbean (Chapel Hill, NC, 2006); The Politics of Power. Cheddi Jagan and the Struggle for British Guiana's Independence (Chapel Hill, NC, 2010); The 1938 Labor Rebellion and the Birth of Modern Jamaica (Chapel Hill, NC, 2014).

  combining, for example, commitments, on the one hand, to national liberation and social transformation with, on the other hand, racialised and gendered boundaries and exclusions. Some, such as Wilkinson and Pankhurst, made genuine 'universalising' attempts to overcome differences between the West and the East. Their attempts embraced anti-racism, support for women and feminism and class-based solidarity and internationalism. As such, as highlighted by Perry in relation to Wilkinson, these attempts constitute an important challenge to the key tenet of post-colonial and Subaltern Studies that cultural difference and the assumptions, values and practices of Orientalism formed an insuperable barrier to the development of genuinely equal bonds of solidarity between radicals in the West and the East. There is nonetheless room for further studies of how principled anticolonialism or internationalism did not necessarily exclude racist or sexist prejudice. Labour historians of imperialism and colonialism would be well advised to follow the example of feminist historians in more thoroughly examining the issue of women, agency and conditioning in metropole and colony, 21 Hogsbjerg, Braithwaite.
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  Labour Party in the late 1930s and his People's Action Party (PAP), founded in 1954, gave allegiance to the Socialist International for about two decades. His proclaimed progressivism did not stop him from accepting honours such as the Knight Grand Cross of the Order of St Michael and St George in 1972, the Freedom of the City of London ten years later, and a place at the top of Rockefeller's International Council and of the Forbes' Brain Trust -an indication that a socialist past did not necessarily exclude access to the upper echelons of the global capitalist class. With the passing of Tony Benn on 14 March 2014, one of the pioneers of the MCF disappeared, granting historians one more motive to start looking back more seriously at the part played by the labour movement in the British experiences of decolonisation. Over the past decade, labour issues from Britain's ex-colonies have been unusually prominent in the headlines, from the Marikana massacre in South Africa (16 August 2012) to the Rana Plaza collapse in Bangladesh (24 April 2013), raising questions about the reality of emancipation for the labouring masses in the post-colonial world, and revealing to large audiences the perpetuation of a form of neo-imperial world order. The workers exploited at the Rana Plaza produced clothes to be sold on Britain's high streets by household brands such as Primark and Store 21. As for the Lonmin company who refused to pay the platinum miners in Marikana a living wage and asked for police and army intervention to put an end to the strike, it is listed on the London Stock Exchange and belongs to the FTSE 250. The way the capitalist market connects workers with each other across borders and oceans, within a structure that is fundamentally unequal, is still striking -another reason why the timing for this collection seems appropriate. Many centenary 2019 commemorations also resonate with the questions raised at our 2013 conference. 1919 was indeed a year of global unrest in which issues of class, empire and race were addressed in violent and often contradictory ways. 1919 was the year when British ports saw white sailors physically attack colonial sailors in most British ports. 29 But 1919 was also the year of the foundation of the Communist International, an International whose anticolonial and antiracist positions were much sharper than its predecessors. Contemporary reasons to think of labour and empire in connected ways are therefore plentiful, as two major conferences convened in 2019 have confirmed: the first -'Imperial Legacies of 1919' -at the University of North Texas on 18-20 April; the second -'The Global Challenge of Peace: 1919 as a Contested Threshold to a New World Order' -at Newcastle University, on 17-18 May 18. Hopefully the coming months and years will see the present momentum confirmed and stimulating new studies flourish and circulate, as ideas should, across frontiers and continents.

Sumithra Janaka Biyanwila, The Labour Movement in the Global South. Trade Unions in Sri Lanka(London, 2010).
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