
 JACANZS, vol. 2 

© Australian, Canadian, and New Zealand Studies Network 
 

96 

Jane Lydon, Anti-Slavery and Australia: No Slavery in a Free Land? (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2021), 192pp. eBook. A$78.09. ISBN: 978-0-4294-4518-7. 
 
In this book, Jane Lydon explores the relationship between three major processes of 
the nineteenth-century British Empire: the abolition of slavery, the industrialisation of 
Britain, and the rise of settler colonisation. She challenges the popular patriotic 
narrative that celebrates these processes as proof of Britain’s eminence, and 
abolition in particular as proof of the superiority of British justice. She emphasises 
that the abolitionist movement of the late 1700s and early 1800s, while sincerely 
opposed to chattel slavery, was eager not to be perceived as revolutionary. At the 
time, Britain’s hierarchical social order was threatened by French revolutionary ideals 
and the disorientating effects of industrialisation. Consequently, prominent 
abolitionists such as William Wilberforce assumed a broadly reactionary position on 
issues other than chattel slavery. In doing so, they helped create a culture in which 
‘slavery’ became associated in the public mind with the transatlantic slave trade. The 
abolitionists’ preoccupation with this particular form of injustice helped divert 
attention from, and even legitimise, other forms of unfreedom, such as draconian 
punishments for lawbreakers and exploitative working conditions for emancipated 
slaves. As Lydon memorably puts it, ‘in banning one form of unfreedom, the anti-
slavery movement therefore unleashed many more’ (p. 173). 

I consider Lydon’s broad perspective the chief strength of her book. Works 
such as David Brion Davis’s The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution have 
already charted the link between abolitionism and reactionary domestic policies in 
Britain. However, Lydon goes a step further by analysing its impact on settler 
societies, using Australia as a case study. She notes that prominent abolitionists, 
heavily influenced by evangelical Christianity, which stresses human sinfulness and 
individual culpability, approved of transporting recalcitrant convicts to Australian 
penal colonies. There they were subjected to slave-like conditions designed to 
provoke repentance and instil discipline. She also notes that after abolition, when the 
prosperity of British Caribbean colonies declined and transportation became 
increasing unrespectable, prominent abolitionists supported colonial expansion as a 
new means of regaining prosperity and preserving social order.  

For me, the most interesting part of the book is Lydon’s argument that 
abolition helped legitimise injustices against Australian Aboriginal peoples during 
colonisation. Abolition fostered an air of triumphalism among many Britons, a notion 
that they were extraordinarily civilised. Although many government representatives 
and Christian missionaries affirmed Aboriginal land rights and denounced convict 
violence against Aborigines, they did not oppose the broader policy of settler 
colonialism because they regarded it as beneficial. They believed that Aborigines 
could reap the benefits of colonisation if they adapted to the new state of affairs and 
allowed the Europeans to ‘civilise’ them. This process, Lydon emphasises, was 
inherently oppressive because it meant the forced integration of Aborigines into the 
emerging capitalist order and the destruction of much of Aboriginal culture. She calls 
these kinds of oppressive policies ‘translations’ of slavery, since they are reminiscent 
of chattel slavery but not synonymous with it. 

Aware that her conclusions are radical, Lydon is meticulous about providing 
evidence for her claims. Her extensive use of primary sources, both visual and 
written, is impressive. I found her use of engravings a particular highlight. I also 
appreciated how well she engaged with existing research on Australia, the British 
Empire, abolitionism, and settler colonialism. 
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Of course, Lydon’s focus on Australia means that she did not discuss other 
settler societies, such as Canada and Aotearoa New Zealand, in much depth. This 
even applied to her discussion of Edward Gibbon Wakefield, a theorist of 
colonisation who played a noteworthy role in all three countries. The neglect of 
Aotearoa New Zealand is problematic considering the widespread view that relations 
between settlers and Māori were somewhat more amicable than elsewhere. The 
neglect of Canada is also unfortunate considering its links to chattel slavery, its long-
established Black Canadian community, and its own period of settler expansion that 
caused conflict with Canadian Indigenous peoples. In other words, further research 
is necessary to assess whether her conclusions apply to other settler societies. 

Overall, however, I believe that Lydon’s book is a welcome and valuable 
contribution to the historiography. 
 
Martin George Holmes, University of Otago 


