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General Editor's Preface

SINCE the Second World War there has been a massive expansion in
the study of economic and social history generating, and fuelled by,
new journals, new academic series and societies. The expansion of
research has given rise to new debates and ferocious controversies.
This series proposes to take up some of the current issues in historical
debate and explore them in a comparative framework.
Historians, of course, are principally concerned with unique
events, and they can be inclined to wrap themselves in the isolating
greatcoats of their 'country' and their 'period'. It is at least arguable,
however, that a comparison of events, or a comparison of the way in
which different societies coped with a similar problem- war, industrialization, population growth and so forth- can reveal new perspectives and new questions. The authors of the volumes in this series
have each taken an issue to explore in such a comparative framework.
The books are not designed to be path-breaking monographs, though
most will contain a degree of new research. The intention is, by
exploring problems across national boundaries, to encourage students
in tertiary education, in sixth-forms, and hopefully also the more
general reader, to think critically about aspects of past developments.
No author can maintain strict objectivity; nor can he or she provide
definitive answers to all the questions which they explore. If the
authors generate discussion and increase perception, then their task is
well done.
CLIVE EMSLEY

I do not speak with the same confidence about Venice, Portugal
and Spain; I rather think they are decadent. But what I wished to
guard against was the idea that their decadence could be measured
by the decline of their competitive national power. This is a
misleading test, and one which people are very apt to apply: e.g. if
the British Empire were reduced to these two islands, and the
United States quadrupled in population, we might become insignificant as a world power, and yet perhaps not be decadent.
A. J. Balfour to Sir Edmund Gosse,
19 February 1908

Preface

THE undermining and final subsidence of the European colonial
empires has been one of the most distinctive themes of the twentiethcentury world. Only in recent years, however, over three decades
after the climax of Asian decolonization and two decades since the
bulk of its African counterparts, has it become possible to develop
analytical perspectives on these events of a sufficient subtlety to
qualify as 'history'. This is partly because, while most constituents of
the old empires had been shunted into the post-colonial age, there
were always enough awkward survivals (the Portuguese African
dependencies until the mid-Ig7os and the erstwhile Southern Rhodesia until I g8 I) to keep alive befuddling myths and rhetoric. Such
imperial relics as Hong Kong, Gibraltar and the Falklands apart,
however, the slate is now clean enough for dispassionate appraisal to
be feasible. Moreover, it is vital that the hitherto simplistic debate on
these events be put on a more complex footing. In the I970s policymakers in London and Paris could bask in the complacent belief that
decolonization (with its assorted bumps and occasional traumas) had
been a task well accomplished, and that western Europe could now
concentrate its efforts on refurbishing its internal economy. Even
leftist commentators, while critical of this position, seemed to share its
assumption that the Third World had been effectively marginalized.
But by the early Ig8os, not least as a consequence of deep recession,
this approach had been undermined. The EEC's adequacy as a
framework for ordering western Europe's, and particularly Britain's,
future had been revealed as, at best, of limited utility; even its
survival was in doubt. The old truth that the sustained growth of the
advanced world depended on a dynamic relationship with the nonadvanced world was proved to be as valid as ever. Reconstructing
such a relationship on bases consonant with post-colonial realities,
however, cannot be achieved without an accurate and broadly
diffused comprehension of the nature of decolonization during the
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present century. This book is designed to provide an introduction to
the latter subject for students and general readers alike.
The end of modern European empire, nonetheless, is a vast subject
and this is a relatively slim volume. The methods used to convey the
outlines of the story are necessarily oblique, and the selective nature
of the account may sometimes be glaring. The Caribbean islands,
both French and British, always hovered at the tail-end of the
decolonization queue, largely because of the peculiar vulnerability of
their often monocrop economies; certainly they are not dealt with
here. Politics predominates over economics. The technique employed
is that of an assortment of case-studies, pinpointing the instances of
decolonization most expressive of particular facets of the process.
The focus is chiefly on the demise of British colonialism, on the
grounds that this was the largest of the modern empires; treatment of
the French, Dutch, Belgian and Portuguese dependency-systems is
commensurately more selective. The aim, in short, is relatively
modest: to equip the reader with a broad-brush impression of
imperial dissolution and to suggest avenues for further reading and
reflection.

