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In many respects, this is a very welcome stu-
dy of an important, and topical, dimension to
the last phase of British colonial rule. Until re-
latively recently, historians of British decolo-
nization were tempted to take a positive view
of their subject, concurring that, in compari-
son with other European colonial powers, Bri-
tain enjoyed an imperial retreat which was ge-
nerally peaceful, ordered and above all plan-
ned. Although it was acknowledged that Bri-
tish withdrawal was sometimes accompanied
by violence, seen most catastrophically in the
communal carnage which engulfed India in
1947, the idea that late British colonial rule
might have been characterised by the deli-
berate use of violence to suppress resistance
and engineer compliance on the part of colo-
nial populations was something with which
many British writers seemed strangely reluc-
tant to engage. Even allowing for the theore-
tically ‘lean’ nature of much earlier research,
this silence in itself requires some explanati-
on.

Of course, it is possible that traditional Bri-
tish interpretations, rather than reflecting his-
toriographical myopia, are central to a careful-
ly constructed narrative (or ‘national myth’),
devised for specific political reasons. In Bri-
tain’s case, the curious downgrading of deco-
lonization’s significance may reflect the need
to avoid the societal fissures triggered by de-
colonization in other colonial powers, to por-
tray the end of empire as a process of control-
led adjustment, either marking the fulfilment
of a noble imperial ‘mission’, or, more plau-
sibly, the acknowledgement of changed geo-
political and economic circumstances. Either
way, Britain’s view of its recent imperial past
has stressed continuities, not ruptures, co-
operation, not conflict, and for several deca-
des this hegemonic interpretation effectively
stifled serious public discussion of a topic of
demonstrable importance. In the face of more
detailed research exploring the realities of wi-

thdrawal from India, Palestine and elsewhere,
the earlier, strikingly complacent view of Bri-
tish decolonization has gradually been eroded
by a generation of researchers less chronolo-
gically close to the processes they have been
examining, and so (usually) freer than their
predecessors to discuss uncomfortable truths
about Britain’s past. Accordingly, there has
emerged an increasingly nuanced view of de-
colonization, willing to acknowledge that the
end of empire, in Britain’s case, was accom-
panied by startling levels of violence, if not in
every instance, then frequently enough to dis-
pel the cosy myth of a planned, orderly dis-
engagement. In a sense, Dr Grob-Fitzgibbon’s
book is part of that on-going process of reapp-
raisal. Researched with great care, employ-
ing a wide range of archival and secondary
sources, and written with considerable style,
it provides a comprehensive survey of key ca-
se studies where Britain’s retreat from empire
was associated with conflict.

What will surprise many readers is the aut-
hor’s tendency to assert that he is framing
his findings within a novel interpretative mo-
del. The last three decades of historical re-
search have established what comes close to
being a consensus among historians, at least
in Britain, on the primary thrust of British de-
colonization. Although policy had to be ad-
justed from one territory to another, its ba-
sic logic remained consistent: to allow British
withdrawal from the colonial empire to take
place on British terms, leaving in place whe-
rever possible friendly, co-operative, above all
pro-western regimes, and neutralising pos-
sible challenges to those regimes. How far
this policy succeeded in the long-term is ano-
ther matter entirely, although the expansion of
the British Commonwealth has often been ta-
ken as a crude measure both of the relative-
ly painless nature of Britain’s disengagement
from colonial rule and of London’s skill in
constructing a network of post-colonial relati-
onships, however nebulous these might have
proven to be. But Dr Grob-Fitzgibbon risks
misleading his audience by implying that in
depicting British policy as more rational and
deliberate than once thought, reflecting cal-
culated metropolitan self-interest, he is revea-
ling something quite new, which he is not. It
is over thirty years since Jack Gallagher po-
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sited the idea of an imperial revival during
and after the Second World War, and this con-
cept has had enormous influence on subse-
quent research. It would have been more ac-
curate for the author to have emphasised the
true novelty of his book, in providing so detai-
led, knowledgeable and perceptive an analy-
sis of his specific theme – the violence which
frequently accompanied Britain’s disengage-
ment from empire.It was in relation to Bri-
tain’s overriding desire to maintain control
over the decolonization process that a willing-
ness to employ coercion to achieve its aims be-
came evident. Moreover, it is in giving a ca-
reful account of this process that this book’s
true value lies, and this is the field in which
the author can most convincingly demonstra-
te his very considerable expertise.

Some readers may question the author’s fo-
cus on the exclusively British viewpoint on
this subject. But this is not, after all, primari-
ly a study of resistance movements and of the
various factors which mobilised them. Rather,
what we are given is a careful study of how
successive policy-makers dealt with the chal-
lenges to British colonial rule and weighed the
options available to them. From their initial
perspective, which gave priority to securing
increased resources and a greater freedom in
their use, we are shown the development of
a more considered strategy, in which milita-
ry action was generally blended with political
concessions, calculated to win over, or main-
tain, the co-operation of ‘moderate’ colonial
politicians.As the author demonstrates, Bri-
tain’s post-war colonial empire, in theory a
‘liberal’ regime, came increasingly to rely on
illiberal, coercive methods in the pursuit of
larger policy objectives. While employing co-
ercion, British colonial rule was still simulta-
neously trying to manufacture ‘consent’ to its
authority, especially through its policy of co-
lonial ‘development’.From a British perspec-
tive, it might be argued that this strategy suc-
ceeded, at least in the short term: in Malaya,
Kenya and Cyprus, post-colonial regimes ac-
ceptable to Britain assumed power, although
only after protracted and bloody campaigns
of ‘counter-insurgency’. The most notable ex-
ception to this pattern was Aden, which was
drawn swiftly into the Soviet orbit after a hur-
ried independence.

Among the author’s most interesting con-
clusions is the notion that, in terms of stra-
tegy, there existed an over-arching logic to
British policy, even though local British offi-
cials might enjoy considerable influence on
how this policy was both modelled and im-
plemented. This sense of there having been
a ‘grand strategy’ encompassing British be-
haviour is illustrated by a number of very
useful comparisons drawn by the author bet-
ween his case studies. Inevitably, the ques-
tion arises: did the British learn from their ex-
perience? Certainly, their attempts to main-
tain order in Palestine up to 1948 proved ul-
timately to be a nightmarish experience, as
well as being increasingly costly and dama-
ging to Britain’s international reputation. Yet
they were also instructive for British policy-
makers who, with the possible exception of
India during the wartime ‘Quit India’ cam-
paign, had not recently faced this kind of lo-
cal resistance, on such a scale. It would have
been fascinating to hear more on the author’s
views about the extent to which British policy-
makers really did learn from their various ex-
periences, about how the Palestine counter-
insurgency, for instance, might have impacted
on the handling of the Malayan ‘Emergency’,
entirely different as the two cases were. Or
is it the case that Britain, like other counter-
insurgent powers, lurched clumsily from one
crisis to another, gaining little wisdom along
the way? Imperial Endgame does not always
provide obvious solutions, and this is partly
because of its structure. Since each case study
is dealt with separately, it is often left to the
reader to discern larger patterns in the deve-
lopment of British thinking. Arguably, this ar-
rangement was the only sensible option avail-
able to the author, if he were to produce a cle-
ar narrative, as he certainly does. But a few
more interventions by him to comment on the
accumulating consequences of each case stu-
dy, and of their interactions, might have be-
en helpful. Similarly, there is surprisingly litt-
le comment in the book on the moral implica-
tions of British behaviour during decoloniza-
tion: the author clearly believes that such jud-
gements are best made by others. But more
positively, in recounting the methods employ-
ed by Britain to maintain ‘order’, the author
presents a much-needed counterweight to the
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elegantly phrased, and intentionally reassu-
ring opinions so often encountered in the re-
corded views of contemporary policy-makers.
That he does this by considering so diverse
a range of case studies only serves to make
his account more compelling. In short, this
book offers a timely and valuable corrective
to any lingering historiographical complacen-
cy on British disengagement from empire. As
such, it promises to enrich discussion of a
central theme in contemporary British (and
world) history, and deserves to have a wide
readership.
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