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Introduction: Seeing the Boomerang

As a child, I moved homes in a way that took me through not only space but time. I was born in Ghana before moving to the UK as an infant. In the eyes of many, to relocate from West Africa to Great Britain was to move through multiple stages of history. The distance between my two homes was measured not in air miles but in centuries. Britain was celebrated as the cradle of civilisation; on the other hand, African states like Ghana were seen as being barely out of the dark ages. This framework for understanding the world was presented as being as natural as the seasons.

By the time I was ten years old, long summer trips back to Ghana were a staple of our family calendar. It was the 1990s, the height of globalisation, and each year that we returned to Accra, the city seemed to have spread further and further. Areas that were undisturbed coastlines one year would be home to bustling hotels the next. My ever-present companion during explorations across the city was my grandfather, the person I was named after, who was simultaneously a proud Ghanaian and a classic English gentleman. Having travelled to London as part of the ‘Windrush’ generation of Commonwealth subjects, to work for Royal Mail while he trained as an optician, he retained many habits from his time in post-war Britain, even decades after he had returned to Ghana. He owned a Mini Cooper, began his day with a full English breakfast and a cup of tea, and God help me or my cousins if we disturbed him while listening to the morning report from the BBC World Service.

On one of our many drives across the city, the car filling up with the heat of another Accra traffic jam, I decided to try and pass the time by asking ‘the question’: ‘Grandpa, why is Ghana so poor?’ ‘What do mean?’ came the reply. ‘Well, wasn’t Ghana once called the Gold Coast?’ ‘Indeed,’ he said. ‘And gold makes you rich, doesn’t it?’ ‘Yes, it does.’ ‘So why is Britain so much richer than Ghana?’ After a pause, my grandfather answered me with a simple story. ‘Ghana only got its independence a few decades ago, so it has some catching up to do.’ That seemed like a plausible explanation at the time. Ghana was a young country; Britain was an old one. Perhaps the relationship between these two places where I lived was similar to the relationship between myself and my grandfather.

I returned to Britain in time for the new school year, and began to recognise versions of this same story explaining the inequality in the world being repeated at every turn. But in the UK it came with an added dose of British exceptionalism. In the education system and wider culture, I would learn about how Britain, as the birthplace of industrialised capitalism and parliamentary democracy, had organically created the ideal political, economic and legal systems for wealth and stability. This is what had made the country rich while others were poor, civilised where others were barbarous. If the empire was ever mentioned, it was only through vague references to how it had helped Britain benevolently spread its political, economic and legal system to all the corners of the world. The story I learned in school to explain the disparities of the world was built upon older, uglier ideas of human classification. Latent within it was a picture of people of different colours belonging to different stages of history, of race as a marker of difference in the evolution of humankind. But this was the 1990s and by this time it was impolite to talk about those old ideas openly. This was the age of the ‘end of history’, after all; the Cold War was over and all the big battles between nations, races and models of society were supposed to have been settled.1 We didn’t need to talk about racism, sexism, class politics and especially colonisation anymore, the free market had made us all individuals and social mobility was freely available to anyone who wanted it. The rise of the internet and the growth of global travel promised us that, over time, it would make all the old inequalities and divisions that disfigured our world into a thing of the past. This was the age of meritocracy, where inherited privilege and huge gaps between the rich and poor would soon be confined to history. Instead of talking about racial or civilisational hierarchies, ideas of human difference had been rechristened by lawyers and economists as a bloodless and bureaucratic process called ‘development’. And the core belief of development was that it was a one-way road.

The Boomerang

This story of linear development is still widely accepted by many across the political spectrum. From doctrinal Marxism to libertarian capitalism, most theories of modern political or economic development begin with the tale of British exceptionalism.2 When we tell the story of how modern capitalism emerged, it is through the enclosure of medieval English villages and the growth of the ‘dark satanic mills’ of the industrial revolution. When we speak of the rise of democracy, it is through the nobles holding King John to the Magna Carta or Cromwell cementing the power of Parliament. With this story, the striking inequalities that even a child couldn’t miss when travelling from Britain to Ghana (or anywhere else in what was then called the ‘Third World’) could be easily dismissed as just the necessary growing pains of new nation states. If a developing country was being torn apart by huge disparities between the wealthy and poor, spiralling sovereign debt or divisions between ethnic communities, this wasn’t a question of economics, history, the global legal structure or the legacy of empire. It was just a question of time. Such crises were part of the maturing process that these developing countries would have to pass through. We could rest assured that, across the world, progress was moving in an orderly queue. And if Britain had long stood at the front of this queue, there was no real need to pay much attention to what was happening behind it.

And yet, writing from the vantage point of twenty-first-century Britain, we have to ask if this picture of history as an orderly line still holds. It is now the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland that is going through a national crisis and being carved up by internal divisions. England is against Scotland, towns are against cities, the young are at war with their own grandparents. The country’s wealth is being scurried away offshore while multinational corporations gorge themselves on public resources. The rich getting richer was supposed to be a rising tide that lifted all boats. Instead, a tsunami has crashed through the country, leaving many families drowning in a wreckage of insecurity, inequality and in-work poverty. What is worse, everyone is losing faith in the ability of the old institutions of democracy – Parliament, elections, the media – to save them. Development’s promise to flatten the world has failed to materialise. Globally, we are now in a new age of great divergence, with wealth inequality accelerating not only between countries but within them as well. These trends are not exclusive to Britain, of course, but they have hit this island particularly hard.

In the era of globalisation, Britain has consistently stood out as the most unequal of the ‘advanced’ European countries. The levels of income inequality across the country have been measured as being not only larger than in its neighbours, such as France, Germany or the Netherlands, but also larger than the levels found in supposedly ‘less developed’ Mediterranean countries like Italy, Greece and Portugal.3 Politicians keen to downplay the inequality crisis often argue that while the rate of income inequality is high, it has remained steady since its steep rise in the 1980s. However, a 2020 study by the Resolution Foundation showed that when the definition of income is expanded to include not just salaries received but also the profits made each year from selling assets (capital gains), then a continued rise in the country’s already high levels of income inequality over recent years becomes clear.4 The problem is even worse when one looks not only at income – how much money you bring in – but also at wealth – the value of all the assets that you own. Wealth inequality in the UK has been measured as being twice as high as the inequality we already see in terms of income.5 Credit Suisse’s Global Wealth Report 2014 highlighted the UK as being the only ‘developed’ Western country to record a rise in levels of wealth inequality over the entire period of 2000–14.6

And this disparity isn’t going anywhere on its own. After the financial crisis in 2008, everyone thought that the good times had come to an end for the country’s top 1 per cent. Instead, the decade that followed the crash saw the share of wealth held by Britain’s richest families increase further, while the middle 50 per cent of the country witnessed their share of the pie collapse.7 With wealth and opportunities being hoarded by an ever-smaller percentage of the population, the Institute for Fiscal Studies has had to conclude that now ‘the UK is unequal by international standards’.8 Home to some of Europe’s poorest areas, as well as to its richest financial centre, life in the UK is becoming determined by luck of birth once again.9 All the statistics above only tell part of the story. The truth of how inequality has become concrete over recent decades is to be found on the night bus packed with workers travelling to their first shift of the day; at the job centre where benefit applicants are left to navigate a complex, digital system alone; or in the city’s tower blocks of once secure council flats providing homes for families that are now owned by giant commercial property companies overcharging overworked, precarious renters. Beneath the triumphalist headlines of a resurgent ‘Global Britain’ seizing the initiative in the twenty-first century, across the country millions of people in unaffordable cities, deindustrialised towns and neglected rural villages are struggling to make ends meet. It wasn’t supposed to be this way when we imagined what Britain would look like in the new millennium. An unbalanced economy has also left the country wrestling with some of the problems of social polarisation it once saw as a mark of primitive nations still trying to find their place in the world. Instead of simply accepting the image we are sold of history moving in a line, perhaps a better metaphor for history would be that of the boomerang.

The idea of history as a boomerang is one that I borrow from Aimé Césaire, one of the twentieth century’s most influential thinkers on the subject of empire. A surrealist poet turned politician, as comfortable translating Shakespeare as he was holding high office in his native Martinique, Césaire described how colonial relations are subject to ‘the boomerang effect’ – meaning that experiments carried out in the peripheries of the empire eventually come flying back to its very heartland.10 Writing in the middle of the twentieth century, during the era of decolonisation, Césaire’s words were a warning to Europe to remember that it did not exist in a different ecosystem to the colonial world and that the policies tried out in laboratories across Africa, Asia and the Caribbean would have consequences for its own future.

The image of history moving like a boomerang provides a new frame through which to examine the legacy of the British Empire, a topic which has recaptured the public imagination over the past few years. For decades, we were told that the empire was something that was long behind us, a remnant of a quaint but now largely irrelevant past. But what if empire’s aftermath isn’t just something we need to debate when thinking about the place of a particular cultural artefact or whether or not a particular building’s name is offensive? What if it stretches to our legal and economic systems, which produce vast wealth disparities, both at home and abroad? What if the dynamics causing inequality and insecurity that I witnessed in Ghana as a child were not further evidence of primitiveness, but expressions of the post-imperial economic changes that were shaping the world to come?11 From the outsourcing, privatisation and marketisation of health, transport and education; from the weakening of labour protections and welfare support to trends of mega urbanisation; when we examine the evolution of global economic and political trends today, we find many of them are actually at their most advanced stages in the so-called backward parts of the world, the former colonial world.12 The megacities that now dominate our planet, where frequent-flying glitterati live alongside millions struggling for survival, are largest not in Europe or North America but in Africa and Asia.13 Cairo or Karachi sit at the frontiers of globalisation. China, still officially classified as a ‘developing’ country by the World Trade Organisation, is becoming the world’s dominant economic power. Yet the experiences of these countries remain largely outside the purview of political conversation in Britain, despite all the places I mentioned above having been part of Greater Britannia within the last century, in one way or another. Still heavily invested in the old idea of history as a straight line, in Britain we make the mistake of ignoring many of the shifts that the world has been through since the end of empire. The boomerang is most dangerous when you aren’t looking at it, and don’t know that it’s hurtling back towards you.

Denial and Decolonisation

In 1997, Britain’s new prime minister, Tony Blair, travelled to Hong Kong, having just won a landslide election victory the previous month. He arrived in Britain’s last major colony to oversee its handover to China, a day many saw as the full stop on the British Empire’s long goodbye. Standing solemnly during the handover ceremony, as the blowing of trumpets accompanied the lowering of the Union Jack and the raising of the red flag of China, Blair admitted to feeling ‘a tug of, not regret, but nostalgia for the old British Empire’.14 Later that evening, he went to a hotel lit up by Chinese lanterns to meet Jiang Zemin, the Chinese president. Blair was immediately shocked by Jiang’s ability to talk ‘with greater knowledge about Shakespeare’ than he himself could ever hope to muster. He then described how Jiang confessed to hoping that the Hong Kong handover could act as a ‘new start in UK/China relations and from now on, we could put the past behind us’. Blair would later admit, ‘I had, at that time, only a fairly dim and sketchy understanding of what that past was. I thought it was all just politeness in any case. But actually, he meant it. They mean it.’15

This little vignette, just a throwaway story from Blair’s autobiography, is an encapsulation both of Britain’s relationship to its imperial past and how this past impacts on the country’s ability to navigate the world. The history that the Chinese president was most likely speaking about was the devastation of the nineteenth-century Opium Wars, when Britain attacked the Chinese Qing dynasty for having the audacity to ban the British opium trade within their country. In China, the Opium Wars, which ended with the ceding of sovereignty over Hong Kong to the British and the 1860 burning of the Old Summer Palace in Beijing by British troops, are known as the start of ‘a hundred years of humiliation’.16 The wars were, by any standards, world-changing events. Yet here was a boarding school and Oxbridge-educated British prime minister who seemingly had never heard of them or bothered to read up on them before going to complete the handover of Hong Kong. (What Blair thought were the reasons Hong Kong had become a British territory in the first place, one can only guess.) If, while on a trip to Britain, a French president casually admitted to knowing little about the Napoleonic Wars, the mockery they would receive from our press would never end. Yet not only does Blair hold a similar level of ignorance regarding Britain’s history with the world’s upcoming superpower, he also feels comfortable enough to write about it in his autobiography. Moreover, despite knowing nothing of one of the most significant moments in British history, Blair maintained a general nostalgia for empire. His description of the handover captures the double-edged sword of Britain’s relationship with its past – we don’t feel we have to know the details of the empire to know it was a good thing.

It says a lot that Tony Blair, the prime minister whose government proclaimed that ‘we are all middle class now’, would display such unapologetic amnesia about the legacy of empire. He represented a belief in the uplifting power of globalisation that relied upon an erasure of all histories of empire. Not that the prime ministers who have come after Blair have been much better, right up to and including Boris Johnson. In 2018, Johnson seemed to forget about 500 years of conflict between England and its first colony, Ireland, when he compared the tensions over the border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland to the difficulty of managing the border between Camden and Westminster.17 On another occasion, while on a trip to Myanmar when foreign secretary, he needed a horrified ambassador to inform him why walking round audibly reciting Rudyard Kipling’s poem ‘The Road to Mandalay’ was, in fact, ‘not appropriate’, considering that the poem romanticised Britain’s imperial history with the very nation they were visiting.18 Back in 2002, Johnson wrote about Africa, arguing that ‘the problem is not that we were once in charge, but that we are not in charge anymore.’19 This quote came back to haunt him when he later became prime minister and sought to establish trading relationships with the countries in the region with which Britain had ‘historical ties’. Johnson expressed a desire to turn the Commonwealth from a ‘great family of nations into a free trade zone’ after Brexit. Perhaps, like the government officials who nicknamed the plan for Britain’s role in the world after Brexit ‘Empire 2.0’, Johnson forgot that for many Commonwealth countries, the Commonwealth might not hold the same romantic memories of the nineteenth century as it did for him.20

Our leaders’ ignorant and arrogant attitudes towards the subject of empire contrast sharply with the attitude that has been taken by many of Britain’s younger generation, who, over the past few years, have become louder and louder in calling for a reckoning with its aftermath. In summer 2020, during the claustrophobic midst of the coronavirus pandemic, these calls reached boiling point. In the UK, the Black Lives Matter protests moved quickly beyond calls for police accountability and prison reform to focus on much broader conversations about the ‘decolonisation’ of the public understanding of British history. The death of a black American, George Floyd, at the hands of the Minneapolis police had inadvertently opened the lid on the long-suppressed legacy of the empire across the Atlantic Ocean.

However, the response in the national press stretched from apoplectic rage to outright ridicule. These calls to revisit the aftermath of empire were dismissed as mere ‘sophistic absurdity’ that aimed to ‘demoralise and divide’ the country.21 Student-led campaigns asking for educational institutions to ‘decolonise’ their curriculums were described by the government’s minister for universities, Michelle Donelan, as a project of ‘Soviet Union-style’ censorship.22 Exactly how a request to learn about long-overlooked topics of study functioned as Soviet censorship was left unexplained. As the debate moved beyond spaces of formal education and into cultural and heritage sites, the anger continued to escalate. When the Royal Botanic Gardens in Kew talked about trying to ‘decolonise’ their collections by highlighting how the study of plants from across the world was influenced by empire, they were attacked in the press as having become so ‘woke’ that they were now obsessing about the racism of plants.23 The debate around decolonisation was relegated to being just another frontier in the culture war, and it was being caricatured as perhaps this war’s most frivolous frontier at that. 

In contrast to this supposedly petulant, disrespectful focus on irrelevant issues of empire, opponents called for the country to pay attention to the far more serious matter of the fate of the communities who have been ‘left behind’ in Britain over recent decades. Talk of ‘levelling up’ Britain’s forgotten regions and investing in working-class communities was suddenly coming from the mouths of politicians and journalists who just a few years earlier had supported the imposition of brutal austerity policies on these very same places. Now, they were worried about how unequal Britain had become. Across the media and mainstream politics in Britain, the discussions around empire have been dismissed as something that, at best, doesn’t concern the country’s working-class communities or, at worst, actively harms them. Demands for racial equality and decolonisation were not embraced as an opportunity to change how our world works, but disregarded as simply just another performance of ‘the identity-obsessed politics advocated by young social justice campaigners’ that aims only to ‘fuel the fires of division’.24 Perhaps all these people talking about empire were just stuck in the past, unable to face up to the challenges of the twenty-first century; perhaps this call for ‘decolonisation’ was just the latest in a long list of never-ending complaints made by angry racial justice campaigners. Either way, the message was clear. Talking about empire belongs to the pantomime world of student politics, where cancel culture and micro-aggressions matter more than wealth inequality or urban deprivation. Ideally, everyone should just ignore the whole conversation because, according to academic Matthew Goodwin, ‘once you leave university campuses or the Twitter bubble’, nobody cares about bizarre issues such as ‘decolonising’.25

There are several assumptions that underlie this commonly held position. First, there is often an assumption that the aftermath of empire only effects racial groups who are visibly descendants of Britain’s colonial legacy – in other words, talking about empire is just another attempt by resentful black people to impose white guilt on those who are doing better them. Darker, now unspoken ideas of superior and inferior groupings of humanity simmer underneath this argument. Perhaps racial minorities want to ‘decolonise the curriculum’ because they need it dumbed down to their level of scholarship? Even when calls for ‘decolonising’ education are defended, the defence often carries a little hint of this same worldview – supporters will argue decolonisation matters because it is important for racial minorities to feel represented, that it helps make studying more accessible. Vary rarely does the conversation consider how all of us are bound up in and impacted by the aftermath of empire, in our own ways.

Second, the irrelevance argument suggests that empire is something that happened hundreds of years ago. The amnesia about British Empire imposes an exaggerated historical distance between our lives today and the period of imperial rule. Empire becomes just about plantation slavery and indigenous communities being chased from their lands by men in red coats with smoking muskets and, yes, while everyone now accepts that this wasn’t the nicest way to behave, can we really be surprised that people in the distant past had different ideas from us? It was all so long ago, wasn’t it? But the end of empire is anything but ancient history. For most adults in Britain today, the main period of decolonisation in the 1950s and 1960s occurred while they or their parents were alive. Yet despite how recently it took place and the scale of its global importance, the decolonisation of the British Empire is not seen as a significant moment in the nation’s history. Unlike, say, the Tudor dynasty or the Gunpowder Plot, the end of empire and the questions it threw up is presented as being of little relevance to our lives today.

Finally, the entire debate around decolonisation in twenty-first-century Britain operates as if the legacy of empire is almost entirely carried within the symbolic and cultural register. Decolonisation becomes about whether streets are called Diversity Grove or Kitchener Road. Or whether schools should have to fly the Union Flag. Or if the BBC should have to delete old episodes of Fawlty Towers. Street names and statues obviously carry a certain importance, but by keeping the conversation at that level only, the legacy of empire can be presented as existing separately from the material problems that are plaguing so many communities across Britain today. The aftermath of empire becomes something that has no impact on the unemployed former industrial worker or the single mother stuck on a zero-hours contract that doesn’t pay enough to cover childcare. Conversations about law, economics and the systems that produce wealth inequality and financial insecurity are supposed to be the issues that matter to the real world. And, currently, we act as though these issues are, somehow, wholly disconnected from the very recent, and very live, aftermath of empire.

A New World

Moving across the old empire, we can see that inequality has not only been spiralling in the UK over recent decades but has been growing around the world. Inequality is also the story of the African continent after empire, especially in the twenty-first century. The Live Aid/Comic Relief picture of sub-Saharan Africa as a desolate place ‘where nothing ever grows’ and desperate people all fight to eke out impoverished lives belongs to another epoch. Accra today is making more millionaires than any other city on the continent.26 The turn of millennium has brought with it a transformation of the city’s skyline, with multistorey office blocks and upscale apartment complexes shimmering along its Atlantic Ocean coastline. It is an extremely young city, populated by armies of tech-savvy, fashion-conscious teenagers moving seamlessly from shopping for kente cloth at the fabrics market to buying covers for their MacBooks at the local Apple store.

But is the ability to go to KFC or Pizza Hut on a Saturday night the realisation of the dreams of development that Ghanaians hoped for after empire? Accra is a city that, like our planet, remains unbalanced. We still live in a bifurcated world, but this division no longer runs so smoothly between what we once called the ‘First’, ‘Second’ and ‘Third Worlds’. In the twenty-first century, there are many pockets of the First World within the Third World, as well as vice versa. Go to the gilded mega-mansions on Lagos’s Banana Island or to the seven-star hotels of Dubai and you will find yourself standing at the very cutting edge of global luxury consumerism. Today, the so-called ‘developing’ world contains many of the planet’s most reverential temples to capitalist grandeur, and is home to a number of multibillionaires who rank among the world’s richest people – tycoons like Mexico’s Carlos Slim or Nigeria’s Aliko Dangote. Accra reflects this new globe. It has now morphed into a global hub littered with sparkling new designer supermalls and luxury hotels where Naomi Campbell or Jay-Z and Beyoncé stay when they are in town. But amid the city’s gated communities and commercial centres persist the same slums, sewers and streets laden with potholes that have been ignored for decades. Like many a metropolis in the developing world, Accra is awash with new wealth but also blighted by an extreme inequality; there isn’t a simple, happy fairy tale of ‘Africa rising’ to be found here.27 The story of development my grandfather told me to expect has mutated. There are private gyms and nightclubs where hospitals and schools were expected. Everybody in Ghana seems to have a mobile phone, but there is a shortage of functioning ambulances.28 How did ‘development’ develop in such a way that if you happen to fall ill, your best bet is to order an Uber through your iPhone to take you to a private hospital?

To start to answer these questions, we have to step away from the belligerent idea of African cities like Accra as being outside of time. For too many, Africa can never be a place where you look in order to gain insights into the modern world, because it is locked outside of the modern world. Instead, the continent is still used as a lazy shorthand to convey a stock picture of famine, disease or poverty; any problems it might have faced were not part of any wider dynamics occurring across the world, but confirmation of the intrinsic inability of savage people to look after themselves. Increasingly, when some unexpected social or economic crisis erupts in Britain or America, commentators have a habit of trying to emphasise the seriousness of the issue by saying ‘this is like Africa, this is like a Third World country’.29 When a hospital is overrun or protests get out of control or an authoritarian nationalist is elected in London or Washington, politicians and journalists are quick to declare, ‘This shouldn’t be happening here, it is like we are in Mogadishu.’ Or ‘Kampala’. Or ‘Lagos’.

Such statements should really raise a whole other set of questions, but never do. Like why did cities like Mogadishu or Kampala or Lagos, all part of the British Empire just a few decades ago, become bywords for chaos? Why were we happy to tolerate the ‘chaos’ in these cities, all still supposedly part of our great Commonwealth? Why does this ‘chaos’ now feel like its drifting towards Britain and across the West? These questions can’t be answered by clinging on to ideas of a natural order and hierarchy across the globe; the belief that the world is divided into places where crises should happen and places where they should not.

Without asking these questions, we can’t understand the crises Britain is faced with now. Things are falling apart and the centre cannot hold. Prices are rising, wages are stagnant, services are being cut and, for many, the feeling of security has become a half-remembered dream. Parents and grandparents are witnessing their own offspring struggle to maintain a lifestyle that they once took for granted. These trends are only set to accelerate with the growth of automation, machine learning and robotics. A third of jobs in Britain are currently at high risk of being replaced by artificial intelligence in the near future.30 And in the jobs that remain, ever-intensifying systems of digital surveillance are increasingly being used to make sure employees work harder and harder for their static wages. The shift to automation is also likely to heighten Britain’s geographic inequalities, with the jobs that are most at risk concentrated in the former industrial heartlands. Not that Britain’s disintegrating middle classes are going to be insulated from these changes. Lawyers, accountants, engineers and financial advisers are going to increasingly find that skills they spent years cultivating are being made superfluous by new technology. These once-lucrative forms of employment are not the ticket to security they once were. Conditions of work are worsening across the board. Pensions are being watered down, collective bargaining power is being weakened, casualisation has become rampant. Professions that not so long ago cast a pitying eye towards striking miners, dockers or steel workers are now embarking on their own industrial actions. Doctors, barristers, professors and pilots are finding out now, rather belatedly, that they too are workers and the lowering of labour conditions across the board will not leave them untouched.

This dynamic can’t be reconciled with the old story of development that I learned as a child. We lose sight of the global economic changes now boomeranging back on us when we insist on viewing British history as, in the words of Michael Gove, an ‘island story’, an insular tale of an island that led the course of human development through its own innovation.31 Simply declaring that Britain must be proud of its history or blindly insisting that everything that the country does is ‘world-beating’ isn’t enough to address the very real questions that people are facing in the great age of divergence. Will waving the Union flag or singing ‘Rule Britannia’ help a family forced to queue at a food bank each week?

For decades now, communities have been feeling the constraints on everyday life getting tighter and tighter. In 2018, Philip Alston, UN special rapporteur on extreme poverty, reported that a fifth of Britain’s population now live in poverty, with child poverty potentially to increase to as high as 40 per cent by 2022. And this was before anyone had heard of Covid-19. In Alston’s words, ‘for almost one in every two children to be poor in twenty-first century Britain is not just a disgrace, but a social calamity and an economic disaster, all rolled into one.’32 In looking around to see the widespread precarity, skyrocketing income and wealth inequality, an eroded welfare state and a hollowed-out political system, it is possible to recognise the disjuncture between the romantic ‘island story’ we have been told and the world we actually live in. The current crisis is not something that has arisen over the past few years. For the past century, the ground has been shifting under all our feet. But by pathologically avoiding one of the major events of this era, the ending of empire, we have been overlooking essential questions about the machinery of how the world works. What was the British Empire? Where exactly did it stretch to? How did it start? How did it end? Which elements of it died away with decolonisation? Which elements adapted and remade themselves in the aftermath? To face the problems of today and tomorrow, we must rethink which stories we assume to be relevant for understanding our world in the present day.

A Tour of Empire’s Afterlife

This book is just a small part of the growing interest in the legacy of empire in Britain that has started to enter the public’s consciousness. A number of books published recently have explored how Britain’s unresolved imperial afterlife continues to impact on race relations, and have posed questions about the identity and the general national culture of contemporary Britain.33 The backlash against these books has tried to relegate the whole issue of empire to just another topic in an ongoing culture war, framing the issue around topics guaranteed to generate clicks for a dying tabloid industry. Is it right or wrong for students to take down a picture of the Queen because of her colonial associations? Is Winston Churchill a national hero or a colonial tyrant? The point is to drown the issue of empire in a cacophony of noise. Empire can then be dismissed as just another culture war issue. Just another ‘black’ issue. And while the discourse of race, which formed such an essential part of the imperial project, will weave in and out of my narrative, it is also important to remember that empire is about more than just the way racism continues to inform life in Britain. Other authors have already written about the deep, interpersonal experience of racism in a better way than I could. This book will instead go back to the source of the issue and remind us that racism grew out of colonisation, not the other way round. The painful, personal experience of racial discrimination only carries power because it sits against a background of deep, structural inequalities. Britain’s vast wealth inequalities are only amplified when we look at the racial breakdown of the data: households measured as having more debts than assets being twice as likely to be ‘Black African and Other Asian’ families than white families.34 Empire carries an economic legacy, not just a cultural or racial one. 

As important as ideological justifications for racial hierarchies became to the project of colonisation, the British Empire was not just a five-hundred-year world tour of being mean to brown people. It was about extracting resources and hoarding wealth. It was a global system of cultivated and coordinated armed robbery. And while Britain no longer exercises sovereign control over large parts of the planet, many of the legal and economic structures put in place to facilitate the imperial system of wealth transfer still drive our world. In fact, as people across the colonies focused on winning back their sovereignty after the Second World War, seduced by its grandstanding world of flags and anthems, a counter-offensive was underway. Over the later decades of the twentieth century, the power of sovereignty was watered down as another realm of legal control was reinforced instead – the private realm that operates away from the cameras, a world of property and contacts, of debt and of capital.35 Without appreciating the significance of this element of empire’s afterlife, it is difficult to understand how global capitalism operates today.

The struggles at the end of empire set the tone for the world that we all live in, and it’s time for us to think about the aftermath of empire not only in terms of identity but also in terms of wealth and economics. Decolonisation means confronting many of the forces that are driving inequality and insecurity in the world today, both in Britain and abroad. This book has been written and structured in a particular way in order to illustrate a resonance between the era of decolonisation and the present day, between the contestations that occurred throughout the globe during the end of empire and the contemporary challenges facing our unbalanced, unequal world. 

When talking about the triumph of capitalist globalisation following the end of empire, we often centre the role of the USA, and understandably so. With its military and economic might, America served as the irresistible force that bent so many newly independent governments to its will during the final decades of the twentieth century. However, another protagonist in this story is the British Empire, or what it left in its wake. From English laws of property to the global spread of the commercial corporation; from the financial reach of the City of London to Britain’s overseas territories – like the Cayman Islands and Bermuda – being used to hoard wealth ‘offshore’, the afterlife of Britain’s Empire has played a crucial role in shielding capitalist interests from the threat of democracy over the past few decades. It has become so good at this job that it has left millions of British people wondering where their own sovereignty has gone.

This book explores the material aftermath of the British Empire over the last century not only through the experiences of the UK, but in connection to the stories of Ghana, India, Singapore and Jamaica, among other territories that grew out of the empire’s collapse. The structure will follow a bending of time rather than the traditional assumption of a linear history of progress. Zipping back and forth between then and now, each chapter starts with a different scene from the breakdown of the British Empire and examines how its afterlife continues to inform the structures that still govern our world. The boomerang will provide a moving metaphor across the chapters to trace how the consequences of the dying days of empire are now blowing back across the developed world. The overall picture will be a collage showing how the material challenges that are being faced by the ‘left behind’ in the UK are not divorced from the afterlife of the British Empire, but are part of the same story.

Chapter 1, ‘The State’, begins with the failed attempt by the British West African colonies to demand self-government after the First World War, before expanding to consider how the importance of sovereignty has ebbed and flowed over the intervening century. Chapter 2, ‘The Company’, travels to Iran in the aftermath of the Second World War to revisit the conflict between nationalist leader Mohammad Mosaddegh and the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. We will see how the outcome of this conflict propelled us towards today’s world, where the multinational commercial corporation appears to have become omnipotent. Chapter 3, ‘The Border’, starts with Britain’s response to the independence of India and the inevitability of a world of empires becoming a world of nations. We will learn how Britain’s response to losing its most populous colony involved the implementation of an unprecedented level of border control for people while simultaneously advocating for a world of ‘no borders’ for the movement of money.

Chapter 4, ‘The Debt’, looks at Jamaica’s brief foray in leading a Third World economic revolution during the 1970s, before it was undermined by the twin spectres of sovereign debt and loan-restructuring agreements. Here we see how phrases like ‘debt crisis’ and ‘austerity’ were commonplace in the Third World decades before the 2008 financial crisis. Chapter 5, ‘The Tax’, moves across the Caribbean to the Cayman Islands in order to trace how British overseas territories have driven the global proliferation of the offshore economy since the end of empire. And finally, Chapter 6, ‘The City’, looks at the specific economic path that Singapore took following its independence from the British Empire and the lessons that it holds for those who dreamed of a potential ‘Singapore-on-Thames’ economic model for Britain.

Through these various scenes, we will engage with some of the most significant figures trying to remake the world after empire, from Jamaica’s Michael Manley to Singapore’s Sinnathamby Rajaratnam, from Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah to Britain’s Margaret Thatcher. All students at British universities in the 1940s and 1950s as the empire started to collapse, these key characters would travel across the world over the decades that followed with vastly different visions for the world after empire. Through the ideas and events that surround this interconnected group of politicians and intellectuals, this book will tell a new story of Britain over the course of the twentieth century.

For our starting point, we will go back 100 years to the end of the First World War. At the start of the twentieth century, ‘to be born English was to have won first prize in the lottery of life’.36 England was the centre of the largest empire the world has ever seen – the British Empire, an empire remarkable not only for how it expanded across the globe but also for its unprecedented wealth and population.37 The Royal Navy was the world’s most feared military force and the British pound was the global reserve currency. A century later, has this lottery ticket expired? In a 2018 BBC survey, only 17 per cent of English people still believe that the country’s best days are yet to come.38 How did the world change in the intervening period? What are the forgotten stories of the twentieth century that could help explain our contemporary situation? With the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland now in the midst of a turbulent period, the need to look at this question fearlessly and honestly is more urgent than ever.
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