NEALE LECTURE AND COLLOQUIUM IN BRITISH HISTORY

Emancipation, slave-ownership and the remaking of the British imperial world

Thursday 29th – Saturday 31st March 2012
University College London

On 29-31st March 2012, the Legacies of British Slave-ownership (LBS) project at the Department of History, University College London hosted the biennial Neale Lecture and Colloquium in British History. The colloquium was entitled ‘Emancipation, slave-ownership and the remaking of the British imperial world,’ and looked to present the findings of the LBS project, launch the project’s online encyclopaedia of British slave-ownership, and engage with current work exploring the importance of slavery and slave-ownership in the remaking of the British imperial world after abolition in 1833.
The conference opened on Thursday evening with a public lecture on ‘Slavery and finance in Britain’s empire of free trade’ from Professor Robin Blackburn (Essex and the New School for Social Research, New York), and was followed over the next two days by five panel sessions, readings from fiction and a roundtable.
There were 20 speakers/respondents. They were institutionally diverse, with some travelling from the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean (Heather Cateau, Vijaya Teelock, Verene Shepherd). They were also not drawn exclusively from within academia (Andrea Levy, Andrea Stuart etc). There were 67 delegates.

Panels addressed many important questions key to understanding the changing relationship between slavery, slave-ownership and empire in the nineteenth century: what happened to the 20 million pounds of compensation money paid to British slave-owners after 1833? What was the character of the British imperial state in the wake of 1833? What happened to the merchants and planters who had been central to the West Indian economy and to the culture they had elaborated? What new forms of unfree labour emerged across the British Empire? How can academic historians connect with the museums, family and local historians who have made critical contributions to the understanding of slavery and its legacies? What are the issues around history, reparations and restitution in the present?

A programme is attached below.

The conference was a great success, with a number of innovative presentations and a good level of involved discussion. Particular highlights included the “Public histories, family histories” panel, which reflected on the differing but complementary ways the past can be accessed through independent genealogical and local history work and traditional academic research; and the “Reparations and restitution” panel, which addressed the multiple legacies of slavery and slave-ownership as very much “live” political issues in former colonies like Mauritius, Jamaica and Haiti.

The LBS project’s existing links with local and family historians and groups, genealogists, community organisers and museum specialists meant that the audience was more mixed than at many academic conferences. Furthermore, kind support from the Economic History Society, the Amiel Melburn Trust and the Tristram family allowed us to keep registration fees reasonably priced, and to offer a substantially reduced rate to postgraduates and the unwaged. This diversity of audience (alongside the diversity of speakers, mentioned above) led debate in interesting and sometimes unexpected directions. We have received a number of very positive comments on the conference via email in recent weeks.
The Economic History Society was acknowledged in the conference programme, by Professor Hall in her opening and closing statements and on the LBS website. Copies of the Economic History Review and membership forms were on display during the conference and could be taken away by participants.

The LBS project, on behalf of ourselves and the UCL Department of History, would again like to thank the Economic History Society for its valued contribution. The Society’s financial support was central to our ability to put on a colloquium that managed to combine informed consideration of key problems in the social, economic and political history of Britain and its former colonies, with an organisational framework that encouraged participation by both those outside formal academia, and those within academia but outside the traditional institutional circuits of the UK, Europe and North America.
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The colloquium aims to present the findings of the Legacies of British Slave-ownership project and engage with current work exploring the importance of slavery and slave-ownership in the re-making of the British imperial world after abolition in 1833. 

Whilst the 2007 bicentenary of the end of the slave trade inaugurated an explosion of popular interest in Britain’s role in the slavery business, much is still unknown about the significance of slavery to the formation of modern imperial Britain. Yet in 1833, abolition was heralded as evidence of Britain’s claim to be “the” modern global power, its commitment to representative government in Britain, free labour, the rule of law, and a benevolent imperial mission all aspects of a national identity rooted in notions of freedom and liberty. This conference will bring together historians from Britain, the US and the Caribbean to discuss the legacies of slavery and slave-ownership. 

There will be five panel sessions, readings and a roundtable. The colloquium will begin with an introduction to the LBS project, which has been investigating what happened to the 20 million pounds of compensation money paid to British slave owners after 1833, and mark the launch of the online Legacies of British Slave-ownership Encyclopaedia. Questions we then hope to address through the following panels include: what was the character of the British imperial state in the wake of 1833? What happened to the merchants and planters who had been central to the West Indian economy and to the culture they had elaborated? What new forms of unfree labour emerged across the British Empire? How can academic historians connect with the museums, family and local historians who have made critical contributions to the understanding of slavery and its legacies? What are the issues around history, reparations and restitution in the present?

The conference is supported by the Amiel & Melburn Trust, the Economic History Society and the Tristram family.

THE COLLOQUIUM

Friday 30th March

	9:30-10:00
	Registrations & Introduction

	10:00-12:15
	Legacies of British Slave-ownership

	
	Catherine Hall, Nick Draper, Keith McClelland (LBS project, UCL)

	12:15-13:15
	Lunch

	13:15-15:30
	The imperial state

	
	Zoe Laidlaw (Royal Holloway, University of London)

‘Imperial Complicity: bringing indigenous dispossession

and post-emancipation labour into the same frame’

	
	Richard Huzzey (University of Plymouth)

‘Two concepts of liberty in British antislavery’

	
	Respondent: Miles Taylor (Institute of Historical Research)

	15:30-16:00
	Tea

	16:00-18:15
	Formations of capital: beyond “merchants and planters”

	
	Pat Hudson (Cardiff University)

‘Slavery, the slave trade and economic growth: a contribution to the debate’

	
	Chris Evans (University of Glamorgan)

‘Slavery and Welsh industry before emancipation’

	
	Respondent: Julian Hoppit (University College London)

	18:30-19:30
	Readings and discussion by Andrea Levy (author of Small Island and The Long Song)


THE COLLOQUIUM
Saturday 31st March

	9:45-12:00
	From slavery to indenture

	
	Heather Cateau (University of the West Indies, St. Augustine)

‘The Labour Matrix in the British Caribbean 1750 to 1850’

	
	Anita Rupprecht (University of Brighton)

‘From slavery to indenture: scripts for slavery’s endings’

	
	Respondent: Clare Anderson (University of Leicester)

	12:00-13:00
	Lunch

	13:00-15:15
	Public histories, family histories

	
	Alison Light (Author and family historian)

‘Family history/Public history: the poor relation?’

	
	Andrea Stuart (Author and family historian)

‘Writing Sugar in the Blood’

	
	Respondent: Mary Chamberlain (Oxford Brookes)

	15:15-15:45
	Tea

	15:45-18:00
	Reparations, restitution and the historian

	
	Verene Shepherd (University of the West Indies, Jamaica)

‘Perspectives from the Caribbean’

	
	Vijaya Teelock (University of Mauritius)

‘The Mauritius Truth and Justice Commission: ‘eyewash’, ‘storm in a teacup’ or promise of new future for Mauritians?’

	
	Respondent: Françoise Vergès (Goldsmiths, University of London)

	18:00-18:30
	Final thoughts and farewell


