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‌Preface

   Guilt, like pain, can be good. When we put our hand next to a flame, it burns and, if our body is functioning well, it hurts. The pain we feel warns us of the physical damage being done and prompts us to pull our hand back. Similarly, the feeling of guilt pains us, alerting us to our having wronged someone and urging us to put things right by apologising and repairing whatever damage we have done. The apology is itself an act of reparation, in that, by communicating to the injured party that we know we have done wrong, we signal that we share their moral view and thereby we begin to restore trust. However, if the wrong we have done is more serious than, say, an unkind word, we need to do more than merely apologise; we need to go further and restore what has been lost or destroyed, or, if that is not possible, offer some equivalent compensation. Guilt as a response to personal wrongdoing is healthy.

   But false guilt is not.

   In 1976 the Baghdad-born Jewish historian Elie Kedourie published his In the Anglo-Arab Labyrinth. In this book he wrote: ‘No doubt, great powers do commit great crimes, but a great power is not always and necessarily in the wrong; and the canker of imaginary guilt even the greatest power can ill withstand’.1

   The guilt he had in mind was the conviction that the British had betrayed the Arabs in permitting Jewish immigration into Palestine after the First World War, since they had promised that Palestine would be part of a new Arab state. Kedourie argues convincingly, I think, that Britain had in fact made no such promise and betrayed no one. Nevertheless, the canker of imaginary guilt had come to infect the British Foreign Office, thereby weakening British self-confidence and misshaping British foreign policy.

   Today we are again succumbing to a fresh and more general bout of false guilt about our colonial past, which is misshaping the policies of our governments and cultural institutions and weakening our international standing. The ‘we’ here encompasses all the members of the ‘Anglosphere’, but especially the British, Australians and Canadians.

   This false guilt puts us at the mercy of manipulation by our enemies. For example, when Canada recently sought to launch a UN investigation into China’s human rights record regarding its treatment of the Muslim Uyghur people, the Chinese deflected the attempt by reminding the Canadians of their guilt for the ‘colonial’ genocide of indigenous children in the Indian Residential Schools.2 This genocide is now so widely believed in Canada that it has become a public orthodoxy. And yet it never happened. The guilt is entirely false.3 But because it is believed, it weakens, nonetheless.

   Similarly, British guilt over the involvement of some of their ancestors in the enslavement of Africans is also misplaced, as this book will show. But insofar as Britons feel guilty, it makes them vulnerable to exploitation. Almost every chapter of Sir Hilary Beckles’s 2013 book-length argument for the British payment of slavery reparations – Britain’s Black Debt – takes care to open by quoting a member of the (then) recent British Labour cabinet or shadow cabinet. And a campaign in favour of reparations, funded by an Irish billionaire, is now headquartered in the parliamentary office of a Labour MP.

   By explaining why the claims of slavery reparations by Beckles and others are false, this book hopes to cure the British of the canker of imaginary guilt at a time when the liberal West needs to keep all its pillars standing confident and strong.
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   Introduction: Why Now?

   British involvement in slave-trading and slavery ended 200 years ago, and yet it has become a major public topic in recent years. The reasons are several. The most immediate one was the importation into the UK of the ideology of the Black Lives Matter movement following the killing of George Floyd in May 2020. That has since been exploited by the CARICOM Reparations Commission, which was established in 2013.‌1 Yet that in itself is an expression of a wider assertion of the claims of indigenous peoples through the United Nations since the 1960s.


   I

   Some British people were involved in the trading of African slaves across the Atlantic, and in their enslavement in the Americas, mainly from about 1650 to the early 1800s. In 1807 the British Parliament abolished the trade, and in 1833 the institution, throughout the British Empire. That was almost 200 years ago. Yet British slavery has recently become a major public topic in the UK, and to a lesser extent in Canada and Australia. Why is that?

   The immediate cause was the killing of an African American, George Floyd, by a policeman in Minneapolis in May 2020. This fuelled a major upsurge in the US of the Black Lives Matter movement (BLM), which had emerged in 2014 as an informal alliance of people concerned to combat racism in general, and police violence towards black people in particular. The BLM cause quickly crossed the Atlantic, where it was eagerly taken up by anti-racist groups who used it to promote the narrative that the UK, like the US, is systemically racist and that this systemic racism is rooted in historic British slave-trading and slavery. The causal connection between the eighteenth century and the present is ‘colonialism’, which the British – allegedly – continue to venerate. Therefore, in order to exorcise themselves of racism, the argument goes, the British must repudiate their colonial past, which can be summed up in one word: slavery.

   The second cause of the present topicality of British slavery is exploiting the first but is somewhat older. In 2013 CARICOM – the Caribbean Community of fifteen member states and five associates – established a Reparations Commission to press the case for reparatory justice against former European colonial rulers such as Britain for ‘native genocide and slavery’. As the Commission’s chair, Sir Hilary Beckles, explained in an address to the House of Commons in the UK Parliament on 16 July 2014,

   One hundred years of colonial oppression followed 250 years of slave trading and chattel slavery. Slavery which ended in 1838 was replaced by a century of racial apartheid, including the denigration of Asian people. The regime of enslavement was crafted by policies and attitudes that were clearly genocidal. Indigenous genocide, African chattel slavery and genocide, and Asian contract slavery, were three acts of a single play – a single process by which the British state forcefully extracted wealth from the Caribbean resulting in its persistent, endemic poverty.2


   The case for reparations acquired a measure of apparent financial precision with the publication of the ‘Brattle Report’ in June 2023, which calculated the total debt owed at a conservative us$100–131 trillion and Britain’s modest portion of it at over us$26 trillion.3 Right from the start, Hilary Beckles began pushing the case at the British Labour Party. Each of the fifteen chapters of his 2013 book, Britain’s Black Debt: Reparations for Caribbean Slavery and Native Genocide, is prefaced with a quotation. One of these is of Jeremy Corbyn, four of Diane Abbott, and two of Dawn Butler – all Labour MPs. Corbyn was Leader of the Labour Opposition from 2015–20, and Abbott and Butler both served in his shadow cabinet. Since then, the lobbying has taken up permanent residence in the UK’s Parliament. In March 2023, Clive Lewis, MP, and shadow Foreign Secretary under Corbyn, called for the UK government to enter into ‘meaningful negotiations’ over reparations with Caribbean countries – supported by Labour MPs Nadia Whittome and Butler.4 The following autumn, Lewis’s parliamentary office became the centre of a campaign in support of reparations, funded by Irish billionaire Denis O’Brien.5

   The Caribbean claims of reparations since 2013 are one expression of a growing, worldwide assertiveness on the part of formerly colonised indigenous peoples. While this can be traced back to the League of Nations in the 1920s, it began to gather steam through the United Nations in the post-1945 period,6 finding focus in the 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.7

   II

   As the reader will discover later in this book, the simple equation of British colonialism with slavery – which both BLM and the CARICOM Commission make – is historically untenable. Indeed, it is cartoonishly simplistic. Equally, the BLM claim that British society today is systemically racist is empirically untenable.

   To begin with, there is the phenomenon that in the last UK government of Boris Johnson in 2019–22, most of the major departments of the British state were headed by Britons of Middle Eastern, Asian or African heritage: Rishi Sunak, Chancellor; Priti Patel, Home Secretary; Sajid Javid, Health Secretary; Nadhim Zahawi, Education Secretary; and Kwasi Kwarteng, Business Secretary. Kemi Badenoch was then Minister of State for Equalities. After Johnson fell from power, the ethnically Indian and religiously Hindu Sunak rose to become Prime Minister. And since Sunak fell, Badenoch, a first-generation black immigrant from Nigeria, has risen to become Leader of the Opposition. If Britain really were systemically racist, that would not have happened – and especially, it would not have happened in a Conservative government and in the Conservative Party. Racist, white supremacist countries just do not fill the highest offices of state with members of ethnic minorities.

   If more comprehensive, social scientific evidence is needed, the 2019 report of the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Being Black in the EU, should serve. This found that the prevalence of racist harassment as perceived by people of African descent was lower in the UK than in any of the twelve EU countries surveyed, except Malta. In Finland, the figure was 63 per cent, in Ireland 51 per cent, in both Germany and Italy 48 per cent, and in both Sweden and Denmark 41 per cent. In Britain only 21 per cent of black respondents reported such harassment, the second-lowest result. And the prevalence of overall racial discrimination – in terms of such things as employment, health or housing – was the lowest in the UK bar none. It also found that race relations were worst in Austria and Finland – countries with no history of overseas colonisation.8

   Then there is the March 2021 ‘Sewell Report’ of the UK government’s Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities (CRED) – eight out of whose nine commissioners were members of ethnic minorities and whose chairman, Dr Tony Sewell, was a Jamaican Briton and descendant of African slaves. This argued that while racism certainly persists in Britain, different socio-economic outcomes for different ethnic groups have a variety of causes, of which racism is only one.9 As the report says:

   Put simply we no longer see a Britain where the system is deliberately rigged against ethnic minorities. The impediments and disparities do exist, they are varied, and ironically very few of them are directly to do with racism. Too often ‘racism’ is the catch-all explanation, and can be simply implicitly accepted rather than explicitly examined. The evidence shows that geography, family influence, socio-economic background, culture and religion have more significant impact on life chances than the existence of racism… The evidence reveals that ours is nevertheless a relatively open society. The country has come a long way in 50 years and the success of much of the ethnic minority population in education and, to a lesser extent, the economy, should be regarded as a model for other White-majority countries.10


   The CRED report observes that outcomes vary considerably between different ethnic groups. For example, in secondary education Chinese and Indian pupils outperform their white British peers ‘by wide margins’ in terms of strong GCSE passes in English and maths. Indeed, when socioeconomic status is controlled for, ‘all major ethnic groups perform better than White British pupils except for Black Caribbean pupils (with the Pakistani ethnic group at about the same level)’.11 And, compared to the US, the attainment gap between black and white pupils is approximately eight times smaller.12 Meanwhile, regarding pay, while Pakistani Britons earn 16 per cent less on average than their white counterparts, Bangladeshis 15 per cent less and black Africans 8 per cent less, the white Irish (41 per cent), Chinese (23 per cent) and Indian (16 per cent) ethnic groups earn more on average than the white British one.13 Because of this variety in outcomes, the CRED report concludes that the divisive conceptual division of British society into ‘White’ on the one hand, and ‘Black and Minority Ethnic’ (BAME) on the other should be abandoned:

   Use of the term BAME, which is frequently used to group all ethnic minorities together, is no longer helpful. It is demeaning to be categorised in relation to what we are not, rather than what we are: British Indian, British Caribbean and so on. The BAME acronym also disguises huge differences in outcomes between ethnic groups. This reductionist idea forces us to think that the principal cause of all disparities must be majority versus minority discrimination… Like the UK’s White population, ethnic minority groups are far from monolithic in their attitudes towards British social norms and their inclusion in different walks of life.14


   The third set of social scientific data that disturbs BLM’s claim that British society today is systemically racist is provided by the World Values Survey 2023. This shows Britain to be one of the least racist countries in the world: only 5 per cent of British respondents objected to having immigrants as neighbours and only 2 per cent to neighbours of a different race – roughly the same as Norway (5 and 3 per cent), Sweden (3 and 1 per cent) and Germany (4 and 3 per cent) and far better than Iran (42 and 28 per cent), Russia (32 and 16 per cent), China (26 and 18 per cent) and Japan (30 and 15 per cent). It is notable that Australia (9 and 4 per cent) and Canada (9 and 4 per cent), both creations of British colonial endeavour, also returned some of the lowest scores.15

   III

   The BLM assumption that contemporary Britain is systemically racist does not square with the presence of members of ethnic minorities in the very highest public offices or with social scientific data, as I have shown. In what follows, I also hope to show that the assumptions of CARICOM’s Reparations Commission about British colonialism are wildly distorted and that its case for reparations for historic slavery does not add up.
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   Judging the Past

   The champions of reparations are full of moral indignation against slavery and summarily condemn anyone who had anything to do with it as simply evil. Yet, while we cannot help but judge the past according to our own moral standards, wise judgement will take into careful account the past’s very different circumstances, while humble judgement will recognise that our modern common sense is the legacy of a long process of moral enlightenment that our ancestors underwent.


   I

   Slavery, according to Denis O’Brien, the Irish businessman currently funding a campaign for reparations in the UK’s Parliament, was ‘a heinous crime’.1 Indeed, it was so heinous that the British, having perpetrated it, can claim no credit at all for stopping it. Such a fiercely absolute moral judgement lacks any sign of historical awareness. It seems not to know that, until the British made worldwide abolition a major part of their imperial mission, slavery was a universal institution that had existed from the dawn of time. To acknowledge this is not to condone it. As I shall explain in the following chapter, there are good reasons to regard enslavement as morally wrong in principle. But the fact of the universality of slavery should at least excite a measure of curiosity about why so many human beings – of every hue, on every continent – engaged in slavery. And once curiosity has led us to suspend judgement for a moment, so that we make time to understand first, we may find that acquaintance with the circumstances in which our ancestors had to operate will give rise to a modicum of sympathy. Then, when we return to judge, our judgement will be humbled, less puffed up with self-righteous indignation, because it is aware that, had we suffered those circumstances, we might have done likewise. No doubt, we will still judge slavery to be immoral, but without the self-inflating bombast.

   II

   Why I take this position is, of course, the fruit of my own moral viewpoint. So, before I proceed to explain what I think makes a good judgement about the past, let me first put on the table, face up, the relevant features of my own ethic.

   It is shaped, first and foremost, by Christian principles and tradition. That does not mean that readers who are not Christian need find my moral views entirely alien. After all, before anything else I am a human being, which means that I share a more or less common world with all other humans.

   What is more, as a Christian I am inclined to believe that that common world is structured by universal moral principles, to which everyone has access in theory, and my study of ethics, both in the West and outside it, has confirmed that that is indeed so. For example, when, in 2013, I attended a conference on the ethics of war in Hong Kong, I discovered that ancient and medieval Confucian tradition had developed a concept of ‘just war’ that was very similar to the one developed in the Christian West – in spite of the fact that Chinese civilisation and Christendom had developed almost entirely independently of each other until the early modern period. What they had in common, they had not borrowed from each other. Each in their own way, they arrived at some identical moral conclusions.

   My Christian ethical viewpoint involves the belief that there is an objective moral reality that precedes, frames and dignifies with significance all human choices: there are universal moral principles. If that were not so, the Nuremberg Trials were merely victor’s vengeance dressed up as justice, and all talk about the moral authority of universal human rights nothing but hot air.

   This moral ‘realism’ includes the belief that all human beings really are basically equal. That bears thinking about, because in so many respects human beings are unequal – in beauty, intelligence, moral virtue, physical strength, material resources, political power, opportunity and, yes, potential. Social engineering can reduce some of those inequalities, but not all of them. I could say that humans are nevertheless equal in ‘dignity’, but that really would not get us very far, so long as the meaning of ‘dignity’ remains vague and obscure. The best I can do to clarify it, is to say that I believe all humans share the dignity of being accountable for the spending of their lives to a God who looks with compassion upon their limitations and burdens.

   Indeed, I am acutely aware of those limitations of knowledge and power, since I see human beings as creatures, not gods. Frequently, they have to decide and act in the midst of an enveloping fog that blurs the sharpest eyes. Often, they take carefully calculated risks, and still they fail. What is more, they seldom get to write on a clean slate, being fated by the legacy that the past has bequeathed them. When Joseph Chamberlain, British Secretary of State for the Colonies, commented on imperial policy in South Africa in 1900, ‘We have to lie on the bed which our predecessors made for us’, he spoke with an admirable practical wisdom that academics – including ethicists – and student activists typically lack.2 Not having such wisdom, they lack a compassionate appreciation of the constraints under which human beings so often have to act. Consequently, they also lack forgiveness for honest error and tragic failure.

   Belief in the basic equality of human beings does not imply that all cultures are equal. A culture that can write is superior in that technical respect to one that cannot. A culture that knows that the earth is round is superior in that natural scientific respect to one that does not. A culture that repudiates slavery is superior in that moral respect to one that practises it.

   Nor does belief in basic equality mean that social or economic hierarchy is necessarily immoral. Any large-scale human society will need to work out a division of labour, whereby some sit in a planning office while others dig ditches. The moral challenge is to prevent a functional hierarchy, where relations of authority and subordination are justified by organisational efficiency, from ossifying into an essential one, where those relations are thought to be natural.

   As for human decisions, actions and policies, their moral rightness or wrongness is not determined simply by their effects or consequences. It matters, for example, not merely that I killed you, but why. Did I intend it, motivated by jealousy or hatred? Did I do it inadvertently, but through culpable negligence? Or was it a complete accident, for which I cannot be blamed? These distinctions are entirely familiar to the law, which distinguishes between manslaughter, homicide and murder. And yet in each case the effect is the same: you are dead.

   What decides the moral quality of an act or policy are the motive and intention of the agent, and the proportionality of its means to its ends. Let me explain. To be morally right, a policy must primarily intend or want something good or valuable. Not infrequently, however, circumstances confront us with a dilemma: we cannot achieve one thing that is valuable without (at least the risk of) causing damage to another thing that is also valuable. In such a situation, it might be morally right for us to proceed, knowing that we will probably or even certainly damage the latter. Whether such a choice is morally justifiable depends on the valuable quality of our ultimate goal, but not on that alone. It also requires that the means that might or will cause damage are ‘proportionate’ – that is, best fitted to achieve the valuable goal, while calibrated to risk minimal damage en route.

   The pursuit of what is valuable or good is basic to the moral rightness of anything we do, even if it is not sufficient for it. What is good for us is in our genuine interest. Therefore, there is nothing at all wrong with pursuing our own genuine interests – indeed, we have a duty to do so. As with individuals, so with governments. Governments have a responsibility to look after the interests of their people. As the French political philosopher Yves Simon wrote during the Abyssinia crisis of 1935, ‘What should we think, truly, about a government that would leave out of its preoccupations the interests of the nation that it governs?’3 This duty is not unlimited, of course. There cannot be a moral obligation to pursue the interests of one’s own people by doing an injustice to others. Still, not every pursuit of national interest does involve injustice; so, the fact that national interests are among the motives for a government’s policy need not make it immoral. For example, the fact that Britain’s humanitarian policy of suppressing the Atlantic slave trade also benefited British producers of sugar who used free, paid labour in their competition with Brazilian producers who used unpaid, slave labour in no way undermines the morality of the policy.

   Sometimes individuals and governments can be well motivated to achieve an important good, and they can choose their means of getting there conscientiously, and yet, through the bad fortune of relentlessly adverse circumstances, they can still fail. Not all failure to do good or avoid evil is immoral and culpable. Some of it is honest and tragic. Where that is so, the fitting response is not blame, but lament and compassion.

   History contains an ocean of injustice, most of it unremedied and now lying beyond correction in this world. Even with respect to recent crimes, the attempt at human justice is haphazard and its achievement fragmentary. Those sober facts oblige realism about what is possible. Yet human beings seem to have a deep instinct for justice that will not let us settle for less, obliges us to hope against hope and drives us to our knees. The resultant posture, situated between cynicism and utopianism, is well captured by Reinhold Niebuhr’s famous prayer: ‘God give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage to change the things that should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other’.4

   III

   Against moralistic critics of colonialism, it is often protested we ought not to judge the past by the present. That is both true and untrue. It is untrue if it means that we should not judge at all. We are moral beings; we cannot help but make moral judgements and react negatively, say, to historic instances of excessive violence. If we pretend not to judge, we will judge anyway, but obliquely.

   On the other hand, it is true that we should not judge the past by the present if it means one of two things. One is that human beings are always in the process of learning morally, and that some moral truths that are obvious to us were just not obvious to our ancestors. To us, for example, it is obvious that slavery is wrong, because it makes one person the absolutely disposable property of another. However, to most of our ancestors up until the second half of the eighteenth century, slavery was a fact of life – an institution that had existed all over the world since time immemorial. There could be good or bad forms of it – some granting slaves certain rights, others not; some being merciful, others being cruel – but the institution itself was taken for granted. We should forgive our ancestors for not perceiving some moral truths quite as clearly as we do, just as we shall surely need forgiveness from our grandchildren for our own moral dullness. Indeed, we should humbly thank our ancestors, since we are the beneficiaries of the legacy of the moral lessons they suffered. What we now take for granted, they had to learn.

   The second sense in which it is true that we should not judge the past by the present is that the circumstances of the past were often very different from our own, and that good moral judgements always take circumstances into account. For example, the peace and security that most people in the early twenty-first-century West take for granted as normal are, historically, quite extraordinary. We may hold, for example, to the moral principle that violence should only be used when necessary and kept to a minimum. Yet violence that would be excessive in the peaceful circumstances of contemporary Britain, and in a world governed by the post-1945 international legal order, was not necessarily excessive in the unstable circumstances of weak nineteenth- or early twentieth-century states or in conflicts between peoples representing vastly different cultures and restrained by no commonly recognised conventions. We cannot help but judge the past by our present ethics. We can make sure, however, that our present ethics are informed and moderated by a sensitivity to human limits and frailty and by an historical imagination that enable us to enter sympathetically into the moral constraints and demands of circumstances very different from our own. That is, we can ensure that our morality is not self-righteously, rigidly moralistic.
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   Context 1: Slavery’s Universality

   Those calling for Britain to pay reparations like to abstract British involvement in slavery from its historical context, so as to make it seem uniquely abhorrent. Part of that context is the fact that slave-trading and slavery were universal institutions, practised in a variety of forms by people of every skin colour on every continent since ancient times. Difficult though it may be for us, we need to exercise our imaginations to step out of our own world and back into that of the past, in order to understand why.


   I

   Denis O’Brien’s view that slavery is ‘a heinous crime’ is now commonplace. We in the early twenty-first-century West naturally view slavery as abhorrent and we struggle – if we bother to struggle at all – to understand how anybody in the past could have associated themselves with it. We instinctively regard slave traders and slave masters with horror and angry indignation as incomprehensively evil people. ‘How could they have done such things?’, we ask.

   That is a fair question. But before we ask it, we need to pause and consider two things: first of all, what we mean by ‘slavery’; and second, the fact of its universality.

   II

   Historically, slavery has come in a variety of forms. It varied both in the nature of the relationship between slave and master and in its legal status. Therefore, I suggest, it also varied in its moral quality. Even if we think all slavery bad, it was not always equally bad.

   One of the obvious features of slavery we regard as evil is hard labour. Yet many kinds of work are laborious, physically exhausting and soul-destroyingly tedious, without quite amounting to enslavement. Think, at least, of contemporary construction workers and fruit-pickers. Think, further, of rural labourers, miners or canal diggers before the age of mechanisation, whose work was often back-breaking, sometimes lethal. Most people in the past earned their daily crust by means of hard, physical labour sustained over long hours, which the typical reader of this page would find utterly intolerable.

   In one sense, these people were forced to work in this way, because, under the conditions of the time, including limited technological development, sheer survival required it. Yet the conditions of life often force things upon us that we would rather not do. Often that is not unjust; it is merely unfortunate. And those of us privileged to live in present times and places of unprecedented health, wealth and security are much more fortunate than most of our ancestors.

   Other kinds of coercion, however, may be unjust. Often, labour performed under the terms of an ‘indenture’ has been considered unfairly coerced. So, for example, when, at the turn of the nineteenth century in the aftermath of the Second Anglo-Boer War, the British government authorised the recruitment in China of labourers for work in the gold mines of South Africa’s Witwatersrand, the liberal political philosophers L.T. Hobhouse and Gilbert Murray condemned it as de facto slavery.1

   The immediate reason for the decision was to save the mining industry, which faced a 66 per cent shortfall in labour.2 But upon that industry depended the post-war recovery of the economy, and upon that recovery depended the post-war peace in South Africa. In addition, Lord Milner, then governor of the Transvaal and the Orange River Colony, was concerned to pre-empt an alliance of Boers and British mine-owners demanding that Africans be subjected to truly forced labour.

   Accordingly, between 1904 and 1906 over 63,000 Chinese were recruited in China for work in South Africa.3 But they were recruited, not forced. They voluntarily signed contracts, otherwise known as ‘indentures’, which obliged the subscriber to work for three years’ duration and stated the working hours, the nature of the work, the rate of wages, the rations and the right to free medical attendance. Recruiting agents were obliged to make sure that recruits fully understood the terms to which they were subscribing, and a superintendent was appointed to run an administration to look after the interests of the labourers in South Africa.4 Liberal metropolitan indignation was overheated: this was no ‘Chinese slavery’. And when, in 1906, the new Liberal government sought to end the use of indentured labour from China by offering to fund early repatriation, ‘few opted to return voluntarily’.5

   Nor was this form of labour confined to people with non-white skins. It had originally been used to attract young, able-bodied men to work overseas for a period, in the hope of escaping poverty at home and setting up a better life abroad. Between 1650 and 1780, 50–66 per cent of Europeans migrating to North America did so under contracts of indentured servitude.6 The terms and conditions of their indentures varied, but they would commonly involve an agreement to work for a specified number of years without pay (to discharge a debt) or for a fixed wage, in return for free transport to a colony, board and lodging, and perhaps the opportunity to settle. It was only in the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that the British Empire sought to make up for local shortages of labour by authorising the recruitment of indentured labourers from Asia, mainly India.

   Indentured servitude was not a form of slavery. It was not forced but contracted. It lasted only for a limited period and it gave the subscriber certain rights. No doubt, the terms were often harsh and the contracts unfair. The conditions of life and work were certainly very poor: from 1719–58 European indentured servants newly arrived in Jamaica died at four times the rate of newly arrived Africans of the same age, with 36 per cent of all indentured servants dying within five years.7 Still, such severity, injustice and tragedy do not amount to slavery.8
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