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Retreat to a Lesser Britain 

On the eve of Britain's retreat from India in
1947, the British Cabinet ruminated on the signifi‐
cance of the event and reached the following con‐
clusion: "withdrawal from India need not appear
to be forced upon us by our weakness nor to be
the first step in the dissolution of the Empire."[1]
Britain's decision to "quit India," in the minds of
its statesmen, could not be interpreted by others
as a sign of weakness nor as a shirking of Britain's
global responsibilities. Based on Britain's tradition
of global power and influence, British statesmen
felt compelled to retain, at the very least, a rhetor‐
ical posture of stability and control in the postwar
world. Nevertheless, political and economic reali‐
ties  in  the  aftermath of  World  War II  rendered
Britain's  global  contraction  inevitable.  Dockrill's
carefully documented and thoroughly researched
study of Britain's decision to retreat from East of
Suez (most notably its military base in Singapore)
in the late 1960s, analyzes the forces of contrac‐
tion as well as the resistance to those realities. As
her book makes clear, Britain's "long tradition of
global  power and influence died hard"  (p.  214).

Thus for British statesmen, although "there never
seemed to  be  an ideal  time for  Britain to  with‐
draw" from East of Suez, the decision was reached
so that their country could find a "new place on
the world stage" (pp. 208, 214). 

Dockrill  makes  use  of  recently  declassified
documents  in  Britain  and  the  United  States,  as
well as interviews, memoirs, and private papers,
to provide a more nuanced understanding of the
deliberations  that  resulted  in  Prime  Minister
Harold  Wilson's  decision  to  withdraw  from
Britain's  major  military  bases  East  of  Suez  in
1967/68.  Unlike  conventional  approaches  to  this
topic,  which link the sterling devaluation of No‐
vember 1967 to the East of Suez decision, Dockrill
argues convincingly that this decision, following
several  years of  protracted Cabinet  debates and
defense  reviews,  predated  the  devaluation  by
nearly six months. The overall theme of her book
is  to  examine how Britain tried  to  maintain  its
power and influence in the postwar world while
facing escalating economic and diplomatic  pres‐
sures,  and  why  British  officials  came  to  regard
disengagement East of Suez as imperative. She de‐



votes considerable attention to the "American fac‐
tor"--that  is,  the  various  pressures  placed  upon
Britain  to  maintain  its  East  of  Suez  role  during
America's escalating presence in Vietnam. In re‐
turn for Britain's support, the United States main‐
tained a tacit understanding with the British that
it would assist them financially in supporting the
pound sterling. Pressures such as the Anglo-Amer‐
ican "special relationship" strengthened the hand
of Britain's "Old Guard," who supported the validi‐
ty of an East of Suez role as well as maintaining a
global military presence. Critics of this view, led
by Chancellor of the Exchequer Roy Jenkins,  ar‐
gued that a military presence in the Third World
exacerbated Britain's financial predicament and,
like America's role in Vietnam, was increasingly
viewed by the global community as morally un‐
justifiable.  The  final  decision  to  withdraw from
East of Suez resulted from the government's con‐
clusion that Britain was increasingly becoming a
European power, and that its international influ‐
ence depended more on the soundness of its econ‐
omy than on Britain's military presence in the rest
of the world. However, as Dockrill points out, the
decision was wrenchingly difficult, especially for
those officials who continued to embrace a nostal‐
gic regard for Britain's imperial past. In the end,
British pragmatism prevailed.  "The East  of  Suez
decision  epitomised  Britain's  changing  relations
with the world between 1945 and 1968," Dockrill
writes,  "and  marked  the  beginning  of  Britain's
transformation  into  a  modern,  medium-sized
world power" (pp. 225-26). 

Note 

[1] Quoted in Wm. Roger Louis, "The Dissolu‐
tion of the British Empire," in The Oxford History
of the British Empire: The Twentieth Century, eds.
Judith  M.  Brown and Wm.  Roger  Louis  (Oxford
and  New  York:  Oxford  University  Press,  1999),
329. 
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