
 



A survey revealed that most people think the British Empire was a 
good thing.  Tory politicians are especially vulnerable. 

i   

Michael Gove was Education Minister when he said  

 

 

 

 

 

 

This pamphlet is aimed to show how I 
lost my admiration for the Empire in the hope that others will take the 
same path. 

 “too much history 
teaching is informed by 
post-colonial guilt”. 

Our children will be taught 
more about the Empire. 



 I was brought up in Twickenham, west London.  I was the youngest of 
four, and our dad was mostly unemployed.  I was not proud of our 
house, our clothes, or our lack of importance.  But I was so proud of 
being British.  I used to look at the blobs of red on the map.  We ruled 
them because we were a just and wise race.  Yes the countries were all 
getting their independence, but we British were gently leading them, 
and showing them how to take their place in the collection of civilised 
nations.  There were hiccups.  Some evil groups like the Mau Mau[aka 

Land and Freedom Army], so drenched 
in hatred that they bit the hand that led 
them.  At school, in the scouts, and on 
the radio, and TV, I was told that the 
Empire was built on free trade, modern 
manufacturing, the rule of law, 

democracy, defence of small nations and 
a sense of fair play. And I believed.  

As I grew this all-embracing set of ideas 
weakened, then finally shattered.  The first 
major blow happened when I was ten.  In 1956 
there was a war between Israel and Egypt.  
This threatened the free flow of traffic along 

the Suez 
Canal.  
Britain and France attacked Egypt 
because Nasser was like Hitler and we 
had to protect the canal. Initially it 
made sense, but it slowly emerged 
that the French, the Israelis and the 

British had a secret agreement.  Israel was to attack Egypt, Britain and 
France were to step in, claiming to protect the Suez Canal, but in 

I learned to be proud of 
things I have not done, 
and hate people I have 

not met. 



reality siding with Israel to get rid of Nasser and take back control of 
the Suez canal.  Nasser wasn’t 
Hitler.  He hadn’t slaughtered 6 
million Jews, 26 million 
Russians, and started World 
War2.  What he had done was 
nationalise the Suez Canal.  It 
was built by Egyptian labour but 
owned by British and French 
companies.   Apparently, this 
was a very bad thing.   

I was very confused.  My country, big and powerful, defender of small 
nations had sided with two powerful countries to attack a very poor 
country to get rid of a man who appeared to want his country to 
develop.  There was a bit of a run on the £.  No one would sell oil to 
Britain and France.  Plus there was huge diplomatic pressure on the 
Government.  So Britain 
and France pulled out.  
Britain and France in 
collusion with Israel, 
had unjustly attacked a 
small country.  Britain 
had lied.  Britain was 
weak.  It had buckled 
under diplomatic and 
economic pressure.  
This was very confusing.  

A year later in 1957, Britain tested its first hydrogen bomb.  I knew the 
USA had used atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  It seemed 
wrong to me that Japan’s Emperor Hirohito, who was an ally of fascists 
Hitler and Mussolini and had supported the attack on China, went scot 
free after WW2.  He was not sent for any sort of trial.  But hundreds of 



thousands of innocent civilians were 
killed in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  What 
could Britain do with nuclear weapons?  
They are weapons of mass destruction, 
there is no moral use of them.  They 
are city destroyers.  They are only 
military weapons if the enemy chose a 

port, evacuated the civilian population, installed its armies, docked its 
warships, or landed its warplanes nearby, ready for annihilation by a 
nuke.  I could not see any enemy being so accommodating.  No, 
nuclear weapons were evil so why would my country which values 
justice and human life want them? 

The third issue was Peterloo.  We were taught this at school.  In 1819 
there was an economic crisis and some peoples’ pay had been cut by 
two thirds.  Our family automatically sided with the poor.  On top of 
that workers had no representation in Parliament.  So the workers 

called a protest 
meeting in 
Manchester.  This was 
declared illegal and 
the cavalry were sent 
in.  Fifteen people 
were killed and an 
estimated 500 were 
wounded.  So in 1819 
the people who were 

in power were undemocratic and brutal.  How was it that they became 
much more kind and noble when they left these shores and 
established the Empire?   

Then I met Claire.  It was in the Dog and Partridge,  Trippet Lane.   



“I will tell you exactly why I’m here.  Because my people were starved 
out of Ireland in 1847.  We Irish starved, while your absent English 
landlords exported food that would have kept us alive.  Then they 
insisted that we starving peasants should continue paying rents.  We 
couldn’t so we were driven off the land.  My family went to Liverpool.  
When we learned that there were jobs in Sheffield.  We came here, 
dug the Totley tunnel, made tools, built council houses, worked in the 
NHS, and paid our taxes.  Does that answer your question?”  She didn’t 
add “you racist shit” but the tone implied it. 

I slipped into the place that the slightly drunk youth had just vacated. 

“Tell me more.” I said.   

What followed was a crash course in Irish history.  I learned how James 
1st had defeated the Catholic armies of Ulster, north Ireland after nine 
years of war.  The Irish chiefs fled to the continent and James stole 
their lands and used them to bribe English and Scottish Protestant, 
English speakers to settle and ‘civilise’ the area.  The seeds of 
sectarianism are still flourishing today. 

Then there was Cromwell.  He led an invasion in 1649.  His armies were 
brutal.  The warfare, the ensuing famine and disease reduced the 
population in Ireland by a perhaps a half (other estimates range from 
15% to 83%).  About 54,000 Irish ex-soldiers were sent to the colonies 
in the West Indies and America as indentured servants.  London’s 
money lenders had raised £10 million for the war.  It was paid for by 
plunder. Catholics had owned about 60% of Ireland.  After military 
defeat and land confiscations they held about 8% (It went up after the 
restoration of the monarchy to 20%.) 



She gave me a few more 
facts about the famine.  
The Irish peasants lived 
on tiny plots of land.  
They paid rent to agents 
while the land owners 
often lived away in 
England.  There was 
masses of food in Ireland, 
the problem was it was 
owned by these absentee 

landlords, and they wanted money more than the wellbeing of their 
tenants.  
They 
could 
simply 
have 
closed 
Irish 
ports to 
food 
exports, 
created 
public 
works, or 
given out 
food.  
The 
English 

Parliament refused to do any of them.  It would interfere with free 



trade.  There is a story that the Sultan Abdülmecid I offered £10,000 to 
help.  He was asked to reduce it to £1,000 so that Queen Victoria 

would look more 
generous with a gift of 
£2,000.  The UK 
Government spent £8 
million to soften the 
catastrophe.  A decade 
earlier the 
Government spent £20 
million as 
compensation for ‘loss 
of property’ at the 
time when slaves were 
set free.  The complete 
lack of sympathy for 

the Irish was underscored by racism.  This was printed in the Times in 
1846.  

 “Remember you are 
dealing with a people who, 
in the mass are almost 
uncivilised.  Like children, 
they require governing with 
the hand of power.  They 
require authority and will 
bear it.” Punch published a 
picture showing John Bull as 
a benefactor with a spade.  
This implied that it was the fault of the Irish that there was famine and 
if they worked harder they would thrive.  Hundreds of thousands were 
driven off the land because they could not pay the rents.  Their 
pathetic hovels were then set on fire so that they could not return.  



The land was used for more profitable things like pasture.  Lord 
Palmerston urged that “ejectments ought to be made without cruelty” 
but the harsh fact was that any improvement in Ireland “must be 
founded upon…a long continued and systematic ejectment of 
smallholders and of squatting cottiers”.ii  Lord Clarendon, said in 
August 1848: “I would sweep Connacht clean and turn upon it new men 
and English money just as one would to Australia or any freshly 
discovered colony.”  An estimated two million people were driven from 
the land. Combined with the land theft and repression was the steady 
drip of racism. 

Hundreds of thousands of Irish, 
half-starved and diseased, fled 
to North America and Australia.  
So many died in the process 
that the ships were called 
coffin ships.  By the time they 
reached places like the Bronx 
the Irish hatred of the English 
was so well rooted, that it 
earned the title ‘the Great 
Hatred’. 

The idea that Ireland would be 
better off if it was independent 
became even more entrenched 
in Irish hearts and brains.   
Seventy years later that hatred 

took the form of the Easter Rising of 1916.  An army of 1200 Irish men 
and women took up arms against the British in Dublin and elsewhere.  
This is small compared with the 200,000 Irishmen who fought on the 
British side in WW1, but it lit a flame.   



The British army quickly supressed the revolt.  There were 485 deaths 
and many more wounded.  Fourteen ring leaders like Patrick Pearce 
and James Conolly were executed over the space of five days.  The 
British army, not knowing who was friend or foe, behaved like, what it 
was, an occupying army.  Public sentiment swung away from loyalty to 
Britain and towards the demand for independence.  Sinn Fein won the 
1918 election and in 1919 declared independence.  Winston Churchill 
set up a new unit nicknamed the Black and Tans, made up of ex-
soldiers and released criminals, to put down the revolt.  They behaved 
brutally.  They destroyed a number of towns.  This is the city of Cork 

 
after the Black and Tans burnt the centre.  The brutality turned more 
Irishmen to the IRA. Opinion in the rest of Britain turned against the 
occupiers and most of Ireland got its independence in 1922.  

Claire taught me that England’s domination of Ireland was a history of 
plunder,  killings, racism, divide and rule, lies and a breath taking 



callousness.  She was a Republican, who later became chair of the Irish 
committee of Sheffield.  Perhaps she was biased, so I decided to study 
more.    

This pamphlet is a short precis of what I found. 

The Irish who were sent to Jamaica as indentured servants by 
Cromwell joined black people working in the sugar cane fields.  Blacks 
were initially brought in also as indentured servants.  As time went on 
the very profitable business of black slavery became established.  

I had been taught that Britain 
was the first country to 
recognise the evil that is 

slavery.  Campaigners like Wilberforce were elected 
into Parliament.  He argued the case and the slave 
trade was ended.  The truth is different.  

Slavery was maintained by racism, terror and 
brutality.   Stories of murder and rape and sheer 

brutality abound.  One girl was given thirty lashes for crying when she 
saw her brothers being 
given 100 lashes.  
Another was nailed to a 

post by her ear for 
breaking a dish.  There 
is the story of the 

captain of the slave ship, Zong.  When the ship was stranded in the 
doldrums of the mid-Atlantic the captain decided to throw 132 slaves 
into the sea to drown.  He calculated that it was better that the owner 

I will get £30 for lost cargo, this is 
more than I would get for a sick 
slave. So I drowned 132 of them 

I give you freedom 



claim on the insurance for loss of cargo, rather than deliver very sick 
slaves to Jamaica.     The insurers disputed the claim.  One judge 
commented “What is this claim that human people have been thrown 
overboard? This is a case of chattels or goods. Blacks are goods and 
property; it is madness to accuse these well-serving honourable men of 
murder… The case is the same as if wood had been thrown 
overboard.”iii   
This illustrates the first of three justifications of slavery.  Slaves are 
property, so anything is permissible.  Then there is the religious 
justifications; “they are the beasts of the fields”;  they bear the mark of 

Cain; they are the sons of 
Ham.  Thomas Jefferson 
(President of the 

Confederacy) wrote “[Slavery] 
was established by decree of 
Almighty God...it is sanctioned 
in the Bible, in both 
Testaments, from Genesis to 
Revelation...it has existed in all 
ages, has been found among 
the people of the highest 

civilization, and in nations of 
the highest proficiency in the arts”iv.  Then there 
is the pseudo-scientific assertion that blacks are 

not human.  Edward Long write in ‘History of Jamaica’ that the blacks 
were a different species from the whites, closer to the apes. Indeed, he 
argued that an orang-utan husband “would not be a dishonour to a 
Hottentot female”. v 

Of course slaves took other lessons from the Bible.  They liked the bits 
about Moses delivering the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt.  There was 
also the idea that if they were children of God, how could they be 
property of some sinning slave owner?  So a liberation Christianity 

Blacks are 
biologically inferior 

Blacks are ‘beasts 
of the field’ 

Blacks bring me 
big profits 

We will be free. 



spread amongst the slaves and a repressive Christianity of the Colonial 
Church Union for the slave owners.  They repressed the Baptist Church 
and jailed some of its preachers.  John Smith was jailed in for peaching 
the wrong sort of Christianity. Smith was subsequently charged with 
promoting discontent and dissatisfaction in the minds of the African 

slaves, 
exciting 
the slaves 
to rebel, 
and failing 
to notify 
the 
authorities 
that the 
slaves 
intended 

to rebel.  He died in prison in 1824. 

There were constant slave revolts, and runaways.  The escaped slaves, 
Maroons, established themselves in stable communities in Jamaica and 

elsewhere.  The British, finding 
repression very difficult, did a deal 
in 1739.  The Maroons would get 
land and peace provided they 
returned slaves ‘to their owners’ 
and fought with the British if the 
island was attacked.  The 
Government also bought 13,000 
slaves to fight on its side.   Slavery 
could only survive while mulattoes, 
free blacks, trustees, domestic 
slaves, and field slaves could be 
kept divided.   



 In 1791 there was a successful revolt by slaves on the island of St 
Domingue.  French forces failed to crush it.   The slaves announced 
slavery abolished in 1793.  A year later the Convention in Paris 
declared slavery abolished in all French colonies.  (Repealed later by 

Napoleon).  Naturally 
slaves across the 
Caribbean welcomed 
the liberation.  Britain 
decided to crush any 
moves to freedom by 
any of its slaves.   

‘The whole campaign 
in the Caribbean, from 
1793 to 1798, cost the 
British over 55,000 

casualties, dead, deserted or unfit for duty. It was one of the greatest 
disasters in British military history’vi.  The powers that be don’t erect 
monuments for defeats.  It makes them look weak and incompetent.  
Knowledge of a successful slave revolt spread amongst the slaves.  It 

became harder and 
harder to repress the 
yearnings for 
freedom. 

 Brigadier Moore 
noted that it had 
been his wish ‘to 
have governed the 
colony [St Lucia] with 
mildness, but I have 

been forced to adopt the most violent measures from the 
perverseness and bad composition of those I have had to deal with.’ 



 

 

 

 

 

                     

 

 

 

 

The Easter rebellion or Baptist revolt in Jamaica, occurred in 1831.  It 
was a strike by 60,000 slaves and was the final nail that killed slavery in 
the British Empire.   



Fourteen whites were killed in the action but over 500 slaves were 
killed in its repression and reprisals.  Sam Sharpe, its leader was 
executed.  Baptist chapels were destroyed, and the preachers banned.  
But two years later, the Slavery Abolition Act was passed.   

The slave owners 
were given huge 
compensation for the 
loss of their property.   
The slaves received 
nothing.  

Wilberforce was 
important, his 
speeches and partial 
successes, like the 
banning of the slave 
trade in 1807 had 
given hope to the 
slaves.  So were the 
white Baptist and 
Methodist 
missionaries who 
had taught a 
different Christianity 
from the Church of 
England’s.  So were 
the over a million 
people who, in 

1832, signed petitions to Parliament demanding the end of slavery.   
But it was black preachers who used Christian gatherings to spread 
sedition amongst the slaves and the revolts that were the key to 
ending slavery. 



The same year as slaves were staging a revolt in Dutch Guyana, 1763, 
the British were struggling against native Americans who were 
resisting being driven off their lands.    The race hatred of Sir Jeffery 
Amherst, commander of British forces in North America, is shown by 
the quotation “You will Do well to try to inoculate the Indians by 
means of Blankets as well as to try every other method that can serve 
to extirpate this execrable Race."vii  He was apparently unaware that 
the policy had already been used a little earlier at the besieged Fort 
Pitt.   William Trent wrote "Out of our regard for them, we gave them 
[native American Chiefs] two Blankets and an Handkerchief out of the 

Small Pox Hospital. I hope it will have the desired effect."viii  
Subsequently the disease did spread to the Native Americans, 
decimating their population.   

The same year, 1763, there was a Royal Proclamation that the land 
rights of the Native Americans to the West of a line from Quebec to 
New Orleans were to be respected.  Existing settlements were to be 
removed.   Britain did not have enough troops to occupy the whole of 



what became the United States.  It also had French and Russian rivals 
and was broke.  It wanted the native Americans to be on its side 
against the French and Russians.  So the British Government wanted to 
tax the settlers so that the British army could stop their expansion 
westward, impose tariffs and taxes.   The settlers did not consult the 
black slaves, nor the Native Americans but went into revolt against the 
British and won in   1783. 

With the loss of the penal colonies in Virginia and elsewhere in the 
United States, Britain looked elsewhere.  In 1788 the first convicts 
arrived in Botany Bay.  Over the next 60 years over 50,000 ‘criminals’ 
were sent to Australia.  These included the Tollpuddle martyrs whose 
crime was to want a trade union, those who wanted parliamentary 
reform, and those guilty repeated or serious thefts.  These were joined 
by indentured servants, the Irish, settlers and others.  One man, Mr 
Peel took with him £50,000 pounds and 300 labourers.  ‘Once arrived 
at his destination, Mr. Peel was left without a servant to make his bed 
or fetch him water from the river.’ix Such a sad tale.  



 
Land was made available only after criminals had served their time.  
Later the land was no longer free.  This was so that the likes of Mr Peel 
would always have a supply of labour. 

The people whose land was being given away or sold were killed.  This 
is the attitude of a rich farmer William Cox “The best thing that could 
be done would be to shoot all the blacks and manure the ground with 
their carcasses which was all the good that they were fit for…  the 
women and children should especially be shot as the most certain 
method of getting rid of the race.”x   

One particular struggle, in 1824, was referred to as Sydney Gazette 
summed up the situation stating that "Bathurst and its surrounding 
vicinity is engaged in an exterminating war".[14]xi                                                                   

Tasmania was home to about 6,000 hunter-gatherers, and had been 
for 30,000 years.  In 1817 it was discovered that the interior of the  
island was suitable for sheep.  The British Government started taking 
the land, the Tasmanians resisted.  By 1826, the British governor, 
George Arthur, had had enough of low level violence. He declared the 
Tasmanians “open enemies” beyond the protection of the law. What 
followed was the extinction of the Tasmanians.  They were first 
slaughtered, then the survivors were installed in prison camps.  There 



disease and old age killed them off.  One of the last Tasmanians, 
Truganini, died in 1876. 

 Later   Winston Churchill wrote "I do not admit for instance, that a 
great wrong has been done to the Red Indians of America or the black 
people of Australia. I do not admit that a wrong has been done to these 
people by the fact that a stronger race, a higher-grade race, a more 
worldly wise race to put it that way, has come in and taken their 
place."xii 

At the same time, half way across the world, between 5 and ten million 
people were dying of famine in Southern India. The immediate cause 
was a drought and subsequent crop failure. But the underlying cause 
has been called a colonial genocide.  The philosophy of laisse faire 
meant India exported 320,000 tonnes of wheat at the time.    
Insufficient food was rushed to the area and little work relief provided.  
Half the Dalit, untouchables, the poorest died.  It is estimated that 85 
million Indians died in famine in the period 1760 to 1948.  There has 
been no famine in India since its independence 1948xiii.  

The British Indian Empire was built on shadow pretexts and 
overwhelming military superiority.  Radical MP Richard Cobden wrote 

‘I blush for my country, and the very blood in my veins tingled with 
indignation at the wanton disregard of all justice and decency which 
our proceedings towards that country exhibited. The violence and 
wrongs perpetrated by Pizarro or Cortez were scarcely veiled in a more 
transparent pretence of right than our own.”xiv 

Two sea captains had been treated badly by the local authorities in 
Burma.  Britain demanded £1000.  The money was not handed over so 
the demand was increased to £100,000.  A one sided war followed.  
According to a radical MP Cobden.  The Burmese had “no more chance 
against our 64 pound red-hot shot and other infernal improvements in 
the art of war than they would in running a race on their roads against 



our railways”xv.  Another example is the case of king, Wajid Ali Shah of 
the Indian state of Awadh.  He was alleged to have mismanaged the 
state.  So Britain took it over. 

Dalhousie, the Governor of India said “Our gracious Queen has 
5,000,000 more subjects and £1,300,000 more revenue than she had 
yesterday”.xvi  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shashi Tharoor in ‘Inglorious Empire’ describes the destruction of 
Indian trade by tariffs and bans.  ‘In 1700, when the British were mere 
traders clinging on to a few coastal toeholds, the Emperor Aurangzeb 
ruled over a country that accounted for a quarter of the world’s 
economy. By the time the British left, India’s share of global GDP had 
sunk to just over 3 per cent.’xvii  

Boris Johnson said "He [Churchill] would have been very proud at the 
continuing legacy of Britain in those places around the world, and 
particularly I think he would have been amazed at India, the world's 
largest democracy, and a stark contrast with other less fortunate 



places that haven't had the benefit of British rule, if I can say this on 
the record.... why not? It's true, it's true."xviii  

Elsewhere, 
when a Raja 
died without 
an heir, the 
British took 
over.    One 
viceroy to 
India, General 
Mayo, informed 
his colonial 
colleagues: 
"teach your 

subordinates that we are all British gentlemen engaged in the magnificent 
work of governing an inferior race"xix. 

 

The other thing that India exported was 
opium.  By the 1880’s the exports rose to a 
level of 6,000 tons a year.  When the East 

India Company (a state sponsored semi Independent company) 
smuggled opium from India to China it was a massive cash machine.  It 
kept the East India Company afloat and enabled vast fortunes to be 
made, but had a terrible effect on the Chinese.   

Apparently he did not convince 
everyone.  He was assassinated. 

we are all British gentlemen engaged in the 
magnificent work of governing an inferior race 



The trade had been illegal and was doing terrible damage to hundreds 
of thousands of Chinese citizens.  So in 1839 the Chinese Government 
ordered a crackdown.  20,000 chests of opium were destroyed and the 
British were forced from Canton back to the island of Hong Kong.  The 

British Government paid traders for the loss of their property.  The 
British Government ‘responded to Chinese actions by demanding 
compensation for the confiscated opium, the opening of more Chinese 
ports to trade, the legalisation of the opium trade, and the handing 
over of Hong Kong. They also demanded that China paid the full cost of 
the British military effort necessary to enforce these demands.’ 

One British officer commented “The poor Chinese” had two choices, 
either they “must submit to be poisoned, or must be massacred by the 
thousands, for supporting their own laws in their own land”. xx 



The bombardment of the port of Jinhai gives a flavour of the imbalance 
of power.  Five gunboats pounded the port,  Wellesley (74 guns), the 
Conway and the Alligator (28 guns each), the Cruiser and the Algerine 
(18 guns each).  Troops attacked the ruins and raped and plundered.  
According to the India Gazette, “A more complete pillage could not be 
conceived…the plunder only ceased when there was nothing to take or 
destroy”xxi.  ‘The taking of Jinhai cost the British three men killed, while 
the number of Chinese dead was over 2,000.’ 

In Britain the Chartists were some of the biggest opponents of the 
Opium War.  Their press reported the atrocities and even approved of 
the Chinese Government’s opposition to the trade.  Britain won the 
war and all its demands were conceded except the legalisation of the 
opium trade.  However it was clear that the British would intervene if it 
was threatened an a major way.  There were further opium wars 
where superior weaponry showed its effectiveness.   

 



The Reverend R J L M’Ghee, chaplain of one expedition, wrote: “It was 
indeed an awful sight, limbs blown away, bodies literally burst asunder, 
one black and livid mess of blood and wounds.” He could only be 
thankful that, “since there were such weapons in existence, they were 
in our hands—ours, who would use them more to preserve the peace of 
the world than ever to make an aggressive or unjust war”.xxii This is a 
report from Northern Standard on one big anti-war meeting 

Defeat in war often makes a sullen oppressed and exploited people 
conscious of the weakness of their rulers.  They feel that a defeated 
ruling class is militarily and ideologically vulnerable.   

Hong believed he was the Brother of Jesus.  He denounced the ruling 
elite as demons, and promised justice for the peasants as part of 
creating the Kingdom of Heaven on earth.  In 1850 Hong’s followers, 
the Taiping, ‘prohibited prostitution, infanticide, slavery, the binding of 
women’s feet and the smoking of opium’.xxiii   The promise of more 
wealth and more dignity proved very appealing to the peasants.  
Millions joined the movement and took up arms against the Emperor.  
They expected their fellow Christians, the British, to support them.   
The Taiping defeated the Emperor’s army near  Shanghai and 
approached the city.  The British fired at them.  The one sided conflict 
dragged on.  A reported 3,000 rebels were killed and not a single 
person on the British side.  Chinese Gordon led a mercenary army that 



fought the Taiping on the side of the Emperor.  In one incident Gordon 
negotiated the surrender of the town of Suzhou.  The garrison was 
promised safety.  

After the surrender the Emperors troops carried out a massacre of 
perhaps as many as 30,000 people while Gordon looked on.  Eventually 
the Taiping were defeated with an estimated 20,million dead. 

Incidentally this is the same  Gordon who took part in the sacking of 
the Summer Palace.  He said “We accordingly went out, and after 
pillaging it, burned the whole place, destroying in a Vandal-like manner 
most valuable property which could not be replaced for four millions… 
You can scarce imagine the beauty and magnificence of the places we 
burnt. It made one’s heart sore to burn them; in fact, these palaces 
were so large, and we were so pressed for time, that we could not 
plunder them carefully. Quantities of gold ornaments were burnt, 
considered as brass. It was wretchedly demoralising work… Everybody 
was wild for plunder.”xxiv 



After working in China Gordon got a job in Egypt.  Egypt at the time 
was becoming massively in debt to British and French banks.  Although 
the Government received income of about £9 million after dues were 
paid to the British, the French and £500,000 to the Ottoman Empire, 
there was a mere £1.4 million for running the country including health, 
education, and defence.  Tewfik became Egypt’s nominal leader after 
his father had the temerity to sack and Englishman Wilson, minister of 
finance and Frenchman de Blignieres, minister of public works.  Such 
independence of thought was not acceptable to the British so he was 
ousted out.  A mixture of poor harvest and national resentment led to 
resistance to this domination.  It gathered around a body called the 
Chamber of Notables.  The Government’s corruption, its despotism, its 
high taxation, its acceptance of foreign Christian domination led to the 
army supporting the Chamber of notables.  Their program included 
reducing the power of the autocracy and modernisation.  One 

politician The British Consul 
General Edward Malet 
disliked the idea of “a war 
engaged in on behalf of 
bondholding and which 
would have for effect to 
repress the first attempt of a 
Mussulman country at a 
parliamentary government.  

It seemed unnatural 
for England to 
do this”xxv.     

 

But we don’t want 
moderate Muslims 
running the country  



The British and French sent in warships.  Attitudes to the Westerners 
turned more hostile.  A small incident occurred in Alexandria.  It 
escalated, 50 westerners were killed and 250 Egyptians. On the 11th 
July 1882 Admiral Seymore’s fleet of 8 iron clad warships started 
pounding Alexandria.  It went on for ten hours.  After the guns were 
silent there were 5 British dead and an estimated 2,000 Egyptians.  
Alexandria was in ruins.  Britain sent in the army.   The conflict in Egypt 
was feeding a religious revolt in Sudan led by the Mahdi.  

An Englishman, Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, was living in Egypt at the time.  
He said “The revolt in the Sudan stood in close analogy with that in 
Lower Egypt. Both had a double character, beginning as the natural 
rebellion of a people against long misgovernment, and taking a 
religious complexion when Christian Europe had intervened in support 
of the tyrannical ruler against the people. The only difference between 
the two cases lay in the fact that whereas in Egypt the reformers were 
enlightened men, representing the humane and more progressive side 
of Islam, the Sudanese reformers were reactionary and fanatical. It 
cannot be too strongly insisted on that the great, the capital wrong 
committed by our English government in 1882, was less the destruction 
of the hopes of free government in Egypt as a nation, than the 
treacherous blow its armed intervention struck everywhere at the 
aspirations of liberal Islam… What wonder then that the defeat at Tel-
el-Kebir should have been taken through all Mohammadan lands as a 
setback to reform, an impulse to reaction.xxvi 

An English led Egyptian army was sent from Egypt to put down this 
religious revolt.  Colonel William Hick’s force was beaten by the 
Mahdi’s army in 1883.  General Gordon was sent to Khartoum to 
evacuate the city.  He refused to carry out his orders and resolved to 
stay in the city.  The Mahdi’s forces surrounded the city, and 
conquered it in 1885.  Socialist William Morris put it “Khartoum has 
fallen—into the hands of the people it belongs to”.  



William Morris ‘We assume, as we must, that the Mahdi is the 
representative of his countrymen in their heroic defence of their 
liberties; on that assumption we may well approve of him if we are not 
to condemn Garibaldi… As to his fanaticism (which it seems must be 
condemned in him though praised in Gordon) you should remember 
that any popular movement in the East is bound to take a religious 
form; the condition of development of the Eastern peoples forces this 
on them. Surely it must be considered an article of faith with us to 
sympathise with all popular revolutionary movements though we may 
not agree with the all the tenets of the revolutionists’. xxvii 

A new army was organised and sent out in revenge.  Kitchener 
achieved victory in Sudan in 1898 at the battle of Obdurman.   It was 
completely one sided.  The British had modern field guns, rifles and the 
maxim gun.    

The Mahdi’s forces attacked head on.  They were annihilated.  The 
British side lost 48 killed, the Mahdi’s forces lost about 16,000.  The 
soldiers were ordered to kill the wounded. Churchill was present at the 
battle and thought this a disgrace.  He singled out for criticism General 

Sir John Maxwell.  This was the 
same Maxwell that was 
responsible for suppressing the 
Easter uprising in Ireland.   

It was Winston Churchill who 
created the hated Black and 
Tans. 

 ‘The white man's burden, Lord, 
is the burden of his cash’.  The 
British ruling class disagreed.  
Cecil Rhodes wrote in 1895 



 “I was in the East End of London [a working-class quarter] yesterday 
and attended a meeting of the unemployed. I listened to the wild 
speeches, which were just a cry for ‘bread,’ ‘bread!’ and on my way 
home I pondered over the scene and I became more than ever 
convinced of the importance of imperialism … My cherished idea is a 
solution for the social problem, i.e., in order to save the 40 million 
inhabitants of the United Kingdom from a bloody civil war, we colonial 
statesmen must acquire new lands to settle the surplus population, to 
provide new markets for the goods produced in the factories and 
mines. The Empire, as I have always said, is a bread and butter 

question. If you want 
to avoid civil war, you 
must become 
imperialists.”xxviii  

Rhodes wrote this 
between second and 
third Boer wars.  The 
Empire wanted the 
diamonds and gold it 
could get from the 
Orange free state.  The 
British put the Boer 
families in 
concentration camps, 
burned their 
homesteads and 
poisoned their wells. 

At each stage of the 
brutal expansion of the British Empire there were voices from 
Levellers, Chartists, Trade Unionists and socialists objecting to the 
immoral plunder.   



Five years after the slaughter of Obdurman, the British left came 
together to form the forerunner of the Labour Party.  The first Major 
test of the Labour Party was WW1.  

Germany was 
united in 1871.  It 
looked on the 
British, French, 
Dutch, Belgian and 
Russian Empires 
with envy.  It 
sought its own 
colonies for 
ideological and 
economic reasons.  
It could only 
achieve these by 

taking territory from the existing Empires.  Those Empires would 
violently defend their lands and wished to extend them.  Some like 
Britain looked upon the decaying Ottoman Empire with greed.   

The International congress of Socialist Parties in 1907 passed a 
resolution “If a war threatens to break out, it is the duty of the working 
classes and their parliamentary representatives in the countries 
involved, supported by the coordinating activity of the International 
Socialist Bureau, to exert every effort in order to prevent the outbreak 
of war by the means they consider most effective, which naturally vary 
according to the sharpening of the class struggle and the sharpening of 
the general political situation. In case war should break out anyway, it 
is their duty to intervene in favour of its speedy termination and with 
all their powers to utilize the economic and political crisis created by 
the war to rouse the masses and thereby to hasten the downfall of 
capitalist class rule.”xxix   



When the war broke a wave of patriotism swept the Labour Party.  
Arthur Henderson was elected leader. 

Instead of doing everything in its power to end the war, he did 
everything to promote victory.  Henderson joined Asquith’s war 
coalition in 1915.  The Labour Party negotiated a Treasury Agreement 
to prevent strikes. The Labour Party supported conscription. The 
Labour Party fully supported the slaughter that was the first world war 
which slaughtered 20 million people.                                                                                                                      

Hilary Benn is a right wing Labour Party 
Politician.  As part of justifying bombing 
Syria, he said “As a party, we have 
always been defined by our 
internationalism. … It is why our party 
has always stood up against the denial 
of human rights and for justice.”  

 



 

Britain was on the winning side.  Lloyd George, Prime Minister, put it 

“The truth is that we have got our way. We have got most of the things 
we set out to get. If you had told the British people twelve months ago 
that they would have secured what they have, they would have 
laughed you to scorn. The German Navy has been handed over; the 
German mercantile shipping has been handed over, and the German 
colonies have been given up. One of our chief trade competitors has 
been most seriously crippled and our Allies are about to become her 
biggest creditors. That is no small achievement. In addition, we have 
destroyed the menace to our Indian possessions.” 

Rather than careful 
consideration of what is best 
for the people of an area, the 
big powers carved up regions 
depending on their interests.  
During a post-armistice stroll in 
London on December 1, 1918, 
French wartime prime minister 
Georges Clemenceau turned to 

his British counterpart and asked: 
“What do you want?” 

“Mosul,” replied Lloyd George. 

“You shall have it,” Clemenceau declared. “and what else?” 

“Palestine.” 

“You shall have that too.” xxx      

Britain had promised the Arabs independence if they fought on the 
Allied side.  It also promised the Zionists a homeland.  Churchill wrote 
‘But if as may well happen, there should be created in our own lifetime 



by the banks of the Jordan a Jewish State under the protection of the 
British Crown, which might comprise three or four millions of Jews, an 
event would have occurred in the history of the world which would, 
from every point of view, be beneficial, and would be especially in 
harmony with the truest interests of the British Empire.’ xxxiApparently, 
the Palestinians were not included in ‘every’ point of view.  Israel was 
to be a loyal little Ulster protecting Britain’s interests in the Middle 
East, oil and the Suez Canal and access to India. 

Three months after that discussion there was a Sikh festival in Amritsar.  
The British Indian army was under the control of Colonel Reginald 
Dyer.  He had declared martial law in the morning of 13th April 1919.  
The military feared an uprising about the arrest of two pro-
independence activists.  There were anti British incidents and anti-
Indian reprisals.  A crowd of 5,000 people gathered in Jallianwala Bagh, 
an area of about 200 yards by 200 yards.  These numbers were swelled 
by people who had left a local fair and pilgrims drifting away from the 
temple.  Colonel Dwyer arrived with 90 soldiers and two armoured cars 
at 4.30.  The main exits were closed.  Later Dyer explained that the aim 



"was not to disperse the meeting but to punish the Indians for 
disobedience”xxxii. The troops were ordered to shoot, without warning, 
at the densest part of the crowd.  When the people fled to the 
enclosing wall, they targeted them there.  The shootings went on for 
ten minutes.  Dyer said that if he could have got the armoured cars 
nearer he would have used them.  This and the lack of ammunition 
limited the number dead.  Official figures state 379 people were killed.  
The Indian National Congress estimated that about 1,000 were killed.   

 In 1920 General Henry Rawlinson said “Unless we, as a government, 
are prepared to act vigorously and take strong measures to combat the 
insidious propaganda of the extremists we are bound to have 

something very 
like rebellion in 
India before 
long… You may 
say what you 
like about not 
holding India 
by the sword, 
but you have 
held it by the 
sword for 100 
years and when 
you give up the 
sword you will 
be turned out. 
You must keep 
the sword 

ready to hand and in case of trouble or rebellion use it relentlessly. 
Montagu [secretary of state for India] calls it terrorism, so it is and in 
dealing with natives of all classes you have to use terrorism whether 
you like it or not.”xxxiii 



Two days after the Amritsar massacre there was a protest over the 
killings.  The Officer Commanding the Royal Air Force in India, Brigadier 
General N D K MacEwen stated later that: 

I think we can fairly claim to have been of great use in the late riots, 
particularly at Gujranwala, where the crowd when looking at its 
nastiest was absolutely dispersed by a machine using bombs and Lewis 
guns.xxxiv  

 
Another use of aircraft was Iraq.  It had been part of the Ottoman 
Empire and came under British rule.  The people resented foreign 
control.  In 1920 they rebelled.  Bomber Harris said "The Arab and Kurd 
now know what real bombing means in casualties and damage.  Within 
forty-five minutes a full-size village can be practically wiped out and a 
third of its inhabitants killed or injured." xxxv Another comment by wing 
Commander J.A. Chamier wrote , "The attack with bombs and machine 
guns must be relentless and unremitting and carried on continuously by 



day and night, on houses, inhabitants, crops and cattle." By March 
1922 the Air Ministry had proven its tactics so effective that it was 
given control over security in Mesopotamia.  For the next decade RAF 
planes would bomb numerous tribes that continued to defy British 
rule. 

Colonial Secretary Winston Churchill created an artificial country,  Iraq.  
The north was 
dominated by 
Kurds, the central 
region was 
dominated by 
Sunni Moslems, 
and the south was 
Shia Moslem.  
Churchill wanted a 
weak Government, 
reliant on British 
power.  So Faisal 1, 
a descendent of 
the prophet was 

chosen as a puppet.  A potential rival Sayidd Talib, a Shia from Basra, 
wanted genuine elections.   He was spirited away to the colony of 
Ceylon on trumped up charges.  Feisal was elected in fraudulent 
elections in 1921. Churchill wrote to Britain’s man in Iraq, Sir Percy Cox 

‘But as long as we have to spend many millions a year to ensure the 
maintenance of order & to support his [King Faisal’s] Government, we 
must expect him to rule in general conformity with the advice tendered 
to him by youxxxvi’ 

He later wrote “I am getting tired of all these lengthy telegrams about 
Faisal and his state of mind.  There is too much of it.  Six months ago, 
we were paying his hotel bill in London and now I am forced to read 



day after day 800 word messages on questions of his status and his 
relations with foreign powers. Has he not got some wives to keep him 
quiet?...show him that the country on whose throne he has been 
hoisted is a monstrous burden to the British Exchequer, and that he 
himself is heavily subsidised’xxxvii 

In a letter to Cox he put it bluntly ‘all the while he takes our money he 
will have to take our directions.’  

We have seen the racism, brutality, callousness and from time to time 
open terrorism meted out by Liberal and Tory Governments. 

Then in 1924 there was the election of a Labour Government- January 
1924, Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald  appointed J H Thomas as 

colonial secretary. Thomas famously introduced himself to his officials 
with the remark that “I am here to see that there is no mucking about 
with the British Empire”.xxxviii 



In Egypt there had been resistance to the rule of the British.  It was put 
down with the usual violence “with over 1,000 Egyptians killed, over 
1,500 imprisoned and 57 hanged. Some 40 Britons were killed.”xxxix 

‘The revolt in the countryside was accompanied by widespread strikes. 
In Cairo the trams and the electric company were shut down. Printers, 
dockers, postal workers, transport workers and factory workers walked 
out. The railway workshops were shut down. On 21 April Lord Allenby, 
the High Commissioner, informed London that he was issuing a 

proclamation “ordering all back to work”. He complained that British 
troops ordered into the railway workshops had refused. “Some trade 
union microbe has got into them” and they were refusing to obey 
orders because they considered it “strikebreaking”. “I can’t shoot all of 
them for mutiny”, he wired.xl 

In 1924 one of the Egyptian leaders, went for talks with Labour Prime 
Minister Ramsay Macdonald.  He got nothing.  Two months later, 
following the assassination of General Le Stack by an Egyptian 



nationalist there was “a police reign of terror” including intimidating 
air force fly byes.  This left the Egyptians in a state of sullen 
resentment.  

There were proposals at the League of Nations to ban bombing of 
civilians.   It was the same Ramsay Macdonald that supported the 
addition of the clause "with the exception of police actions in certain 
distant locations." So the terror tactics went on.  

The next Labour Government was in 1929.  In India, Britain was 
imposing a monopoly of salt in spite of the fact that it was freely 
available on the coast.  Gandhi organised a non violent march to defy 
the salt laws.  It was brutally put down by truncheon wielding soldiers, 
at the Dharasana Salt Works on May 21. xliThese events took place in 

1930 under a Labour 
Government.  The Secretary 
of State for India was 
William Wedgewood Benn, 
Hilary Benn’s Grandfather.  
In Peshawar there was a 
revolt. “According to the 
official report of the 
episode, 30 demonstrators 

had been killed, but unofficial estimates 
were that there were “two to three 
hundred killed and many more wounded”. 
During the fighting, a platoon of the 
Garwhal Rifles, a Hindu unit, refused to 
open fire on the Muslim crowds. It was 
subsequently disbanded and at the court martial of the mutineers, one 

Will you please stop using this picture?  It  
makes me look like I know nothing about 

the Labour Party’s support for the Empire. 



man was transported for life, one received 15 years in prison and 
another 15 received between three and ten years.  

Fenner Brockway related to Parliament how one of the prisoners told 
the court, “We will not shoot unarmed brethren… You may blow us 
from your guns, if you like.”xlii The British did not reoccupy Peshawar 
until 4 May after a massive show of strength. There followed “a reign 
of terror” that saw sporadic clashes spreading throughout the 
province.”  

What would have happened had the Labour Party ceded 
Independence in 1924 or 1929?  Would there have been partition? The 
ethnic hatred?  Who knows?  But we do know that repression was the 
Labour Government’s policy.  This is the internationalism of the Labour 
Party.   

In 1942 Clement Attlee. Labour Party leader, joined the Coalition 
wartime cabinet.  The war had two components.  The left viewed the 
war as a battle against fascism.  It was also a war of rival capitalist 
states each wanting to increase or maintain their power.   

In India there was a strike wave around the demand “Quit India.”  It 
was put down with the standard violence. ‘The official figure for the 
number of rebels killed by troops and police during the suppression of 
the revolt was 1,060, but this figure is part of the attempt to minimise 
the outbreak. Nehru gave a figure of 10,000 killed but other estimates 
go as high as 25,000.’xliii  

In Bengal there was the start of a famine that killed more than 3.5 
million people.  At the same time India was exporting 3,000 tons of 
food grains a month to Iran.  ‘Part of the problem was Churchill, “who 
seemed to regard famine relief as ‘appeasement’ of the Congress”. On 
one occasion when presented with details of the crisis in Bengal, 
Churchill 



commented “on Indians breeding like rabbits”. As far as he was 
concerned “the starvation of anyhow underfed Bengalis is less serious 
than sturdy Greeks”.xliv  Churchill once remarked to Amery, “I hate 
Indians. They are a beastly people with a beastly religion.” xlv Labour 
Party member Stafford Cripps was sent on a mission to India in 1942.  
He opposed Indian independence, and opposed Churchill.  

Attlee was in the Government but was not able to impose policies.  
There were no excuses after the post war elections.  In 1945 Labour 
was elected with a majority of 145 seats. .     It was under huge 
pressure from below for reforms.  Quentin Hogg said “If you do not 
give the people reform they are going to give you social revolution.”  
While there were genuine reforms at home the Labour Government 
was indistinguishable from the Tories on the International stage. 

The Indian Army was 2.5 
million strong.  They had been 
trained for war.  Britain could 
no longer rely on its loyalty.  An 
estimated 50,000 people joined 
the Indian National Army led by 
Subhas Chandhra Bose.  The 
INA fought on the side of the 
Japanese.  They were regarded as traitors by the British but many 
regarded them as freedom Fighters.  Many of these were former 



British Indian Army soldiers who had been captured by the Japanese 
after the fall of Singapore and elsewhere.                                                                                   
Chief Justice P.B. Chakrabarty of the Kolkata High Court reports asking 
Attlee why Britain left India. “In his reply Attlee cited several reasons, 
the principal among them being the erosion of loyalty to the British 
Crown among the Indian army and navy personnel as a result of the 
military activities of Netaji [Subhash Chandra Bose]. Toward the end of 
our discussion I asked Attlee what was the extent of Gandhi’s influence 
upon the British decision to quit India. Hearing this question, Attlee's 
lips became twisted in a sarcastic smile as he slowly chewed out the 
word, “m-i-n-i-m-a-l!”xlvi  It was estimated that it would take 500,000 
soldiers to retake India.  The Attlee Government was simply not strong 
enough to do it.  Who knows whether a greater India, made up of 
semi-autonomous regions was possible in 1924, or 1931 or even 1945.  
By 1947 the seeds of sectarianism planted by history and fed by the 
invaders were bearing fruit.  There were an estimated one million dead 
and 10 million refugees in the sectarian violence that came with the          
establishment of independent India and Pakistan.       



Ernest Bevin became foreign Secretary.  He had a pro Imperialist 
position.  Whether it was British, French or Dutch Imperialism, Bevin 
was for it.   Elsewhere the Labour Party supported colonialism.  It 
supported the Dutch in Indonesia, the French in Vietnam and of course 
British colonialism everywhere. 



                    

 

 

Indonesia,  The Battle of Subaraya is celebrated as Heroes day in 
Indonesia.  It was fought by Indonesian pro independence militia 
against the British and Indian army.  Britain was trying to help re-
establish Dutch control. 



  
Malaysia                               

 The Attlee Government approved the resettlement of 400,000 
Malayans to separate communist insurgents from the supporting 

villagers.  It was called the Briggs plan.  
In the end it was a successful strategy.   
The Empire had essentially won by 1953, 
but not without huge brutality.  

 

 

Is this the Internationalism of 
the Labour Party ? 



 

The "Batang Kali massacre" occurred in a village in central Selangor 
state on Dec 12, 1948, when 14 members of the Scots Guards are 
alleged to have killed 24 unarmed ethnic Chinese and set fire to their 
village on a rubber plantation.  Photo: LEICESTER NEWS SERVICE 

Kenya       By 1948 one and a quarter million Kikuyu were restricted to 
landholding in 2,000 square miles of tribal reserve, while the 30,000 
white settlers held 12,000 square miles, including most of the best 
farmland. In the reserves there was considerable poverty, with almost 
half of the population landless.  Living standards were falling.  
Eventually people from the Kikuyu tribe rebelled.  

When the colonial secretary, James Griffiths, a former miners’ union 
official, visited Kenya in 1951, the moderate Kenya Africa Union (KAU) 
repeatedly requested that the African population be given 12 elected 
representatives on the Legislative Council. Instead Griffiths offered to 
increase African representation from four to five nominees. This left 
the 30,000 settlers with 14 elected representatives, the 100,000 Asians 
with six, the 24,000 Arabs with one and the five million Africans with 
five nominees.   

Is this the Internationalism of the Labour Party? 



Resentment at the land theft and lack of power grew.  Outright 
rebellion broke out in 1952.  Huge violence was used to repress it.  

“The official 
British figure 
for rebels 
killed in action 
was 11,503, 
but the real 
number was 
much higher. 
Some 
estimates go 
as high as 

50,000. The casualties suffered by the security forces were 
considerably lower: only 12 European soldiers and 51 European police 
were killed, three Asians and 524 African soldiers and police. This 
disparity is a product of the overwhelming superiority in firepower that 
the British possessed and their readiness to use it. As for settler 
casualties, only 32 were killed during the emergency, less than died in 
traffic accidents in Nairobi in the same period. What was successfully 
portrayed by the British government as a pogrom against the white 
settlers was in fact a pogrom against the Kikuyu”.xlvii  

Former district colonial officer John Nottingham had expressed 
concern that compensation be paid soon, since most victims were in 
their 80s and would soon pass away. He told the BBC: "What went on 
in the Kenya camps and villages was brutal, savage torture. It is time 
that the mockery of justice that was perpetrated in this country at that 
time, should be, must be righted. I feel ashamed to have come from a 
Britain that did what it did here [in Kenya]."xlviii 



IN 2013 Britain paid £19.9 million in compensation for abuse, rape and 
torture in Kenya to 5,000 people.  Another 40,000 came forward with 
claims later.  

The same year that James Griffiths was failing to help Kenyan 
Independence, a real reformer was elected in Iran.  Mossadegh 
nationalised the Anglo Iranian Oil Company.  He wanted a more 
independent Iran and a better life for Iranians. It seemed unreasonable 
that the AIOC earned some £200 million profit from its Iranian 
operations, but only paid the Iranian government £16 million in 
royalties, profit share and taxes.xlix 

Emanuel Shinwell, the 
Labour minister of 
defence advocated a 
military response: 

We must in no 
circumstances throw 
up the sponge not 
only because of the 
direct consequences 
of the loss of Persian 
oil, but because of the 
effect which a 
diplomatic defeat in 
Persia would have on 
our prestige and on 
our whole position 
throughout the 

Middle East. If Persia was allowed to get away with it, Egypt and other 
Middle Eastern countries would be encouraged to think they could try 
things on; the next thing might be an attempt to nationalise the Suez 
Canal. l 



The Attlee Government agreed to the military take over of Abadan, a 
major oil field.  Only USA pressure and military weakness prevented it.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Two years later the USA used the British plan to remove Mossadegh.  
The Shah of Iran was installed, and he lasted until the revolution of 
1979.   

Sir Roy Welensky, the former prime minister of Rhodesia, said 

‘I believe that the end of the British Empire really was signalled by that 
miserable old Persian Mossadeq, when he thumbed his nose at the 
British over the oil refinery at Abadan. A friend of mine who spoke to 
Nasser said that Nasser said to him: "You British from that moment no 
longer retained any respect. If Mossadeq could do that to you, why 
couldn't the rest of us?" and how right he proved.’li 

When Nasser nationalised the Suez Canal five years later, the British 
Empire was seen to be dying.  There were conflicts in Aden, Southern 
Rhodesia, Iraq, Falklands and Iran but the Empire was winding down 
and essentially dead by the mid-sixties. 

A walking mate said ‘the Empire is finished why should we look at it 
today?’  We need to understand that the wealth of this country was 
built on slavery, brutal theft and exploitation in the name of the British 
Empire.  The great cities of Bristol, Liverpool Edinburgh and London 
had benefitted from African slavery and Empire. 

The privateers, the slavers, thugs and murderers who built the Empire, 
were idolised, knighted, and finally immortalised in bronze and stone.  
Our Parks and squares are littered with the pigeon marked statues of 
these immoral plunderers.  

More dangerous than these relics of Empire is the set of ideas that 
came with it and the systematic attempts to lie about it. 

David Cameron said “I believe that we should also reflect on the fact 
that it is because of these important religious roots and Christian 
values that Britain has been such a successful home to people of all 
faiths and none.lii"  The slave owners of Jamaica called themselves 



Christian.  They were racist to the core and their ideas live on.  Boris 
Johnson said “It is said that the Queen has come to love the 
Commonwealth, partly because it supplies her with regular cheering 
crowds of flag-waving piccaninnies;   

Liam Fox MP, Secretary of State for International Trade wrote ‘The 
United Kingdom, is one of the few countries in the European Union 
that does not need to bury its 20th century history’ 

  

The 
problem is 
that the 
media has 
buried the 
atrocities 
of the 
British 
Empire so 
well that 
this 

comment by Fox was not openly laughed at, and his sacking did not 
follow. 

This is Gove on British values ‘Our democracy stood the test of time. 
We showed the world what a free people could achieve if they were 
allowed to govern themselves.liii   

Britain has fought tooth and nail to oppose letting people govern 
themselves.  From Ireland, America, India, Africa, China and so on.  
‘The analysis of the histories of the almost 200 countries in the world 
found only 22 which have never experienced an invasion by the 
British.’liv 



Boris Johnson said “The problem is not that we were once in charge, 
but that we are not in charge any more.”lv  

‘I think he [Churchill] would have been amazed at India, the world's 
largest democracy, and a stark contrast with other less fortunate 
places that haven't had the benefit of British rule, if I can say this on 
the record.... why not? It's true, it's true.”lvi 

Shashi Tharoor commented ‘The creation and perpetuation of Hindu-
Muslim antagonism was the most significant accomplishment of British 
imperial policy’lvii. 

Theresa May said ‘our Western values of freedom, democracy and 
human rights’ And ‘we are too tolerant of extremism’   

I believe that it is extreme for Israel to ethnically cleanse an area 
and steal Palestinian land.  But Theresa May says she is proud of 
the Balfour declaration which enabled it. She is a friend of Israel.  
I believe that Saudi Arabia’s repression of women and bombings 
in Yemen are extremist, but Theresa May maintains arms sales.  I 
believe that bombing of a foreign country, Syria, on allegations of 
a chemical attack (and US pressure) are extremist, but Theresa 
May supported the bombing. 

The West continues to exploit the developing world.  For example 
‘Nigeria has borrowed 5 billion dollars from the World Bank. To date 
they have repaid 16 billion dollars. Shocking they still owe the bank 32 
billion dollars in interest.’lviii  

But there is another story of Empire.  When they talk about the White 
Man’s burden there were people who said ‘The White Man’s burden is 
the burden of his cash’. 

At each stage sections of the exploited and oppressed in this country 
recognised and supported the struggles of their brothers and sisters 
downtrodden by the Empire. 



While the old feudal aristocracy and the up and coming bourgeoisie 
supported the takeover of Ireland the radicals did not.  In the English 
civil war Levellers (the radical left) influenced several regiments to 
support the following in The Soldiers' Demand 
‘What have we to do in Ireland, to fight and murder a people and 
nation (for indeed they [the Grandees] are set upon cruelty and 
murdering poor people which is all they glory in) which have done us 
no harm...? We have waded too far in that crimson stream already of 
innocent and Christian blood.’ lix   

A bayonette is a weapon with a worker at both ends.  

While the British 
ruling class 
supported slavery, 
there was a huge 
campaign against it 
amongst the 
ordinary people.  
‘Spurred on by 
pamphlets and 
posters, by 1792, 
about 400,000 
people in Britain 

were boycotting slave-grown sugar.’lx The key to ending slavery was 
slave resistance, but the mass solidarity and support in Britain was 
needed to get the legislation through Parliament. 

When the British rulers were taking food from the starving Irish, the 
Chartists were making common cause with Irish separatism.  Their 
newspaper was named the Northern Star after the paper of the United 
Irishmen of the same name.  Its founder was Fergus O’Connor a leader 
of the Chartists and anti-Unionist Irishman. 



When the North blockaded the South in the American civil war cotton 
mills closed in the North of England.  The Mill owners and the rich 
wanted the British Fleet to break the blockade.  The cotton workers’ 
unions sided with the North.  This is Chartist Ernest Jones   "I say the 
South is your enemy - the enemy of your trade, the foe of your 
freedom, a standing threat to your property. Slave labour is direct 
aggression on the free labour of the world. The key that shall reopen 
our closed factories is the sword of the victorious North."lxi 

When the British Government was attacking China so that it could sell 
opium to the Chinese the Chartists were campaigning against it. 

When the British army was using terror to end the Indian Mutiny, 
Chartist Ernest Jones was writing that the rebellion was “one of the 
noblest movements the world has ever known” and the Empire was 
“one of the most iniquitous usurpations that ever disgraced the annals 
of humanity”.lxii 

When the mass media was clamouring for revenge for the killing of 
Gordon of Khartoum people like William Morris and the Socialist 
League welcomed the ‘return of the city to its rightful owners’.  

When Britain’s rulers repressed the Indian independence movement 
factory workers supported the Indian resistance.  North of England 

textile workers whose 
jobs were threatened 
by Gandhi’s boycott of 
British goods poured 
out in their thousands 
to welcome him.  

 

There are two ‘British traditions’, two ‘British values’ and two Christian 
values.  There are those of the British ruling class who supported 
slavery, genocide, racism and Imperialism.  There are also the ideas of 



the Levellers, the Tollpuddle Martyrs, the Chartists, Morris’ Socialist 
League, the Shop Stewards Movement, Left Labour and many more. 

Today the ideological descendants of the Imperialists are still with us.  
They talk of national interest when they mean the interests of the rich 
and powerful.  They talk of British values as they impose class war on 
the poor.  They demonise extremists as they bomb Syria, Iraq and 
Afghanistan.   

They build nuclear weapons and say there is no money for pay 
increases.  They say we are all in the same boat as they impose 
austerity on the poor and tax cuts for the rich. 

The formal Empire is dead, the exploitation, the oppression, the debt 
traps, the brutality, arrogance, racism and contempt for workers and 
the poor still rule the minds of the rich and powerful. 

 

 

This pamphlet is aimed to help understand the past with a view to 
fighting in the present in order to build a better world. 
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