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Three decades ago in 1984, Manchester University Press released a new Series entitled »Studies in 

Imperialism«. The Series’ core contention, that »imperialism as a cultural phenomenon had as 

significant an effect on the dominant as on the subordinate societies«, was a novel and provocative 

flogging of the lame horse that was the history of empire at the time. Three decades and one hundred 

volumes later, not to mention a series of cultural, postcolonial and imperial turns, the integration of 

colony and metropolis into one analytical field has become a routine practice. Apart from shifting 

scholarly attention to reverse flows and the impact of empire at home, the »Studies in Imperialism« 

has also significantly broadened the purview of the »imperial« by revealing the workings of empire in 

fields as diverse as big game hunting, sexuality, tropical medicine, education, juvenile literature, and 

the media.

"Writing imperial histories" is, therefore, a timely publication with a well-chosen title for a volume 

dedicated to Janus-faced celebration and reflection on the past performance and future path of the 

»Studies in Imperialism«. The book marks the publication of the one hundredth volume in the series 

and the recent passing of editorial responsibilities from founding editor John M. MacKenzie to Andrew 

S. Thompson, who is also the editor of the jubilee volume. "Writing imperial histories" consists of ten 

chapters written by a distinguished interdisciplinary cast of imperial history’s foremost practitioners, 

many of whom are erstwhile authors in the Series. Thompson opens the volume with a lucid 

introduction that provides crisp summaries of the chapters plus a valuable survey of current themes 

and methods in imperial historiography. Digesting the main topics and arguments of the book into 

overarching analytical perspectives, the introduction can, on a more speculative note, also be read as 

a kind of statement of intent for the future path of the Series.

The chapters that follow roughly fall into three parts. Stuart Ward and Cherry Leonardi situate the 

Series in broader political, social, and intellectual contexts. Ward identifies what he calls the 

»MacKenzian moment« of the Series in the political climate and academic currents of the early 1980s 

which were marked by the Falkland War, delayed repercussions of decolonization and anxieties over 

British national identity. Leonardi goes on to explain three decades of MacKenzian momentum behind 

the Series in her critical acclaim of the long-time editor’s intellectual trajectory. Apart from recognizing 

his pioneering contributions to the integration of British and imperial history, the environmental history 

of empire or a four nations’ approach to the subject, she also pinpoints the ironic twist and turns of an 

academic agenda that was always grounded in a solid and source-based empiricism. If MacKenzie’s 

empirically informed critique of Said’s Orientalism in 1995 made him a methodologically 
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»conservative« critic of the »new« imperial history in the eyes of the postcolonial camp, his 

»maximalist« stand in the impact of Empire-debate with Bernard Porter in the 2000s made him appear 

a »progressive« champion of the »new« imperial history again. John MacKenzie’s afterword adds a 

valuable personal perspective to the lively and complex picture both chapters paint of the emergence 

of the Empire and metropolitan-culture paradigm in Britain over the last thirty years.

The next three chapters by Robert Aldrich, Dane Kennedy, and Alan Lester provide more specific 

variations on this theme. All three situate the ›Studies in Imperialism‹ in broader imperial 

historiographies through the lens of sexuality (Aldrich), exploration and environment (Kennedy), and 

the historical geographies of British colonialism (Lester). Aldrich urges scholars to extend the adults 

only-profile of imperial history by exploring further issues such as the sexual practices of colonisers 

and colonised, female homosexuality or the cross-cultural circulation of sexual and gender behaviour; 

Dane Kennedy’s authoritative chapter on exploration, environment and empire charts the links 

between exploration and metropolitan culture, science and cross-cultural encounters. Historical 

geographer Alan Lester investigates the Series’ contribution to the spatial turn of imperial history and 

calls for the further transdisciplinary integration of empire and geography. Moreover, future studies 

should be more attentive still to the fragmented nature of imperial space, its interplay with varying 

notions of temporality, and to the incorporation of alternative, indigenous or subaltern epistemologies 

and perspectives into imperial history.

The last five chapters take core themes of the Series merely as starting points to sketch productive 

avenues of future research. Two chapters remain within the British imperial context and explore the 

ongoing productivity of the empire-nation nexus. Mrinalini Sinha breathes new life into the concept of 

the »Third British Empire«, arguing that the shift from an imperial towards a more national conception 

of »empire« after the First World War was by no means an inevitable transition from empire to nation-

state. Rather, it must be understood as an intentional and radical break, above all to deflate expansive 

claims about equal subjecthood across the empire. Similarly, Chandrika Kaul presents empire not only 

as an oppressive force but also as a framework for articulating claims and entitlements. Focusing on 

the representation of India in the Empire, later Commonwealth Press Union, she highlights the shifting 

ambivalences and fundamental cleavages between the rhetoric and practice of freedom of the press 

before and after Indian independence. 

Martin Thomas, Sunil Amrith and a co-authored chapter by Jim House and Andrew Thompson finally 

cast their gaze beyond the British Empire, either by comparison or by relating it to trans-imperial, 

international and global flows. Thomas transcends the imperial introspection and methodological 

Britishness that has, with few exceptions, marked the Series in general by comparing colonial policing 

in British, French and Dutch colonies. Taking policing in the 1930s as a case study to show how its 

structure and operation was as much determined by economic imperatives than by the maintenance of 

political order, he also draws attention to political economy as another sorely neglected aspect of 

imperial studies within the Series. Amrith advocates the greater integration of imperial history with 

transnational, global approaches and diaspora studies. He illustrates his point in a compelling case 
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study that shows how Indian and Chinese diaspora in South Asia moved between empires, bypassed 

metropolises, and created their own cosmopolitan networks and lifestyles that left a lasting imprint on 

South Asian societies to this day. In the final chapter, House and Thompson address imperial 

immigration into Britain and France between the Second World War to the middle of the 1970s as 

probably the most palpable impression of decolonization coming home. They use housing policies as 

a lens on how both societies dealt with migrants from their empires. Emphasizing the structural 

similarities of debates in both societies over integration or segregation and the extension of welfare to 

immigrants, House and Thompson identify further comparisons with immigration policies in other 

European empires as a promising field for future studies.

With an intellectual and argumentative coherence often missing in edited volumes, "Writing Imperial 

histories" convincingly blends celebratory introspection with authoritative state of the art-assessments 

of key themes and methods in the current historiography of Empire. The deserved tribute paid to the 

intellectual achievements of the Studies and the energy, spirit and dedication of MacKenzie’s 

editorship in the individual chapters is always respectful and critical, never rhapsodic. Rewarding as it 

is already, the book could perhaps have benefited from a chapter on the economic aspects of the 

Series, touching upon issues such as sales figures, international circulation and how the imperatives 

of a contested academic publishing market impacted upon themes and content. Equally welcome 

would have been an outside perspective that charts the international reception of the Series as well as 

its possible impact upon the imperial turns in other countries. But there is no such thing as 

comprehensiveness in a volume of this kind, which newcomers to the field as well as specialists of 

other empires will appreciate as a rich and stimulating introduction into the late historiography of 

Empire in Britain through one of its most productive intellectual strands.
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