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	Critical histories and historical geographies are animated – structured and sometimes strained – by a dual interest in the past and in contemporary political interventions. This session asks how histories – in particular, those concerned with space and place – bear upon the present and can be politically useful today. More specifically, the session will explore different ways in which histories are used, including: 

· direct and practical applications such as the application of historical geographies of settlement colonialism to native land claims; 

· indirect uses of histories, for example in imagining and drawing inspiration for radical traditions and networks;   

· conversely, using history to legitimate or contest contemporary political actions, ranging from the US Neoconservative project’s frequent references to the Roman Empire, to anti-Islamophobic references to early Islamic empires. 

· asking what difference thinking about the past in explicitly spatial ways makes to thinking about usable pasts. 

· counter-instrumentalist histories that seek not to be ‘useful’ but to disrupt contemporary politics and political models; 

The session is divided into three parts, examining political uses of historical geographies of imperialism and the Atlantic, addressing philosophical and methodological questions about the production and political animation of histories and historical geographies.

	Session Organisers and Chairs

	Richard Phillips (University of Liverpool) & David Featherstone (University of Liverpool)


	SESSION 1: Atlantic Geographies 

	Paper 1
	C.L.R. James’s The Black Jacobins. Reflections on the historical present

	Presenter 
	Bill Schwarz (Queen Mary, University of London) 

	I’ll organize my comments around one of the great histories of the twentieth-century anglophone world: C.L.R. James’s The Black Jacobins. This is an exemplary text in seeking to ‘use history politically’, as I’ll seek to demonstrate. At the same time, however, it exemplifies some of the pitfalls of such an endeavour. I’ll focus as much on these difficulties as I do on the virtues of an extraordinary text which is fired by political intelligence and by passion in equal measure.

The Black Jacobins has gone through many generic mutations, as a text, each addressing a different political present. It began life as a play in 1936, and then was turned into a history book two years later. Subsequently both play and history-book have undergone a number of revisions, each of which speaks to its own political moment. If ever there were an ‘open text’, this is it.

I will address, first, the first edition of the history-book, The Black Jacobins, which appeared in 1938. James is at pains to tell his reader that the book – despite its substantive content reconstructing the history of the revolution in San Domingo in the 1790s – is in fact not ‘about’ the Caribbean but ‘about’ Africa. What, I’ll ask, does such a statement mean? How can such a thing have been asked and to what purpose? What are the political consequences of superimposing Africa on the Caribbean in this way?

Second, I will discuss the 1963 afterword which James drafted in the wake of both the success of the Cuban Revolution and the defeat of Federation in the anglophone Caribbean. James’s historical present, in 1963, differed from that of his historical present in 1938, and required him to do different things with his text. In this rendition, the Caribbean comes back into the defining field of vision. But to what effect?

I will close by suggesting that what makes The Black Jacobins such a powerful history is also what makes it a differing and troubling text, which works to local knowledge with an epic sense of world-history.

	

	Paper 2
	Geographies of Connection and the Making of Usable Pasts

	Presenter 
	David Featherstone (University of Liverpool) 

	Experiments with making usable pasts have often invoked rather limited and  bounded geographies, such as the nation- centred accounts of English radicalism which informed the work of the influential Communist Party Historian’s Group (Gilroy, 1993, Schwarz, 1982). This paper asserts the significance of relating usable pasts to geographies of connection. It does this through a critical discussion of David Scott’s book Conscripts of Modernity. Scott’s book presents a powerful reading of C.L.R. James’s Black Jacobins, noting a significant shift in the mode of narrative construction between the 1937 and 1963 editions from ‘romance’ to ‘tragedy’. The temporalised narrative construction that Scott adopts, however, occludes the insurgent geographies of connection that James centres in his account and which are central to his project to centre various forms of subaltern agency in the making of the Atlantic world (Featherstone, 2007). The paper contrasts Scott’s work with the multiple spatialities of black internationalisms developed through Brent Hayes Edwards’ In Practice of Diaspora.  The paper then argues why these geographies of connection matter to the forms of usable past that emerge from James’s work and uses this as a starting point to think about the way these histories and geographies can form a usable past for networked resistances to neo-liberal globalisation. This intervention has two key elements. Firstly, it asserts the significance and continuities of the ways in which forms of subaltern political activity have contested globalising practices in both past and present.  Secondly, I assert the significance of past struggles that constituted plural, cosmopolitan identities and solidarities. This engagement is shaped by attempts to construct open, plural forms of resistance to neo-liberal globalization in opposition to those which mobilise closed, particularist and exclusionary forms of identity.

	

	Paper 3
	“Museums and Moments of Silence; or Kitchens, Markets and Gardens? : Ways to Remember Slavery”

	Presenter 
	Bertie Mandelblatt (Royal Holloway, University of London) 

	The questions of memory and its institutionalisation dominate contemporary debates in France over slavery in the French colonies and over the French slave trade of the Ancien Régime. In the past years, France has introduced an annual day of remembrance (May 10) and there are plans to build a new Centre national consacré à la traite, à l’esclavage, et à ses abolitions headed by the principal Martinican theorist of creolisation, Edouard Glissant. This is all taking place during a period of revitalized interest in bringing the relationship between the French Republic and its legacies of colonialism and slavery squarely into the public realm, a campaign led by a high-profile group of historians, including Pascal Blanchard, Nicolas Bancel and Françoise Vergès.  After introducing the different ways these histories are currently being (re)presented, this paper proposes that these efforts to reconceptualise the historical relationship between the Hexagon and its Caribbean departments would benefit from a more explicitly spatial analysis, which would mean attending to the formation of the transatlantic networks that originally connected them, and the French Atlantic world therein created. Foregrounding the role of transatlantic commodity networks in the histories of the relationship between France and the French Antilles – commodities in this sense referring to slaves, but also to food provisions and to export goods such as sugar and coffee – reveals, in the first instance, the extent of France’s economic and material interconnections with its overseas colonies in the eighteenth century. Secondly, this focus on the material culture of slavery suggests an alternative way that these histories could be remembered - French-Caribbean dietary habits, for example, constitute a cultural practice whose historical geographies are a living reminder of slaves’ creativity, skill and agency in engineering their own survival. Public recognition of the tangible ways the histories of these habits were inscribed on the landscapes and practices of the Caribbean and continue to re-inscribe themselves on the landscapes and practices of metropolitan France with the waves of migration from the Antilles – would add considerable dimension and nuance to the public debates about how to adequately acknowledge the enormity of slavery.

	SESSION 2: Writing Histories

	Paper 4
	Instant history: On (re)writing movements, the Swing Riots, 1830 and onwards…

	Presenter 
	Carl Griffin (Queens University, Belfast)

	Beyond the fleeting indignation of newspaper headlines and the occasional dramatic trial most protest movements have short media lives. That which is all-consuming one week usually slips from the collective consciousness the next. Occasionally it is deemed politic, even politically imperative, to either resurrect particular protest memories or to rewrite movement history. Thus both in the short term and over the ensuing decades the ‘moral’ lesson from the ‘defeat’ of the Luddites – indeed the eleventh commandment for the machinic age – was ‘resistance was dangerous, resistance was foolish, resistance was foolish’ (Randall, 1991: 2). Such a maxim was not based upon objective realities but instead was rooted in the writing of ‘instant histories’, those attempts that not only sought to quickly profit from popular interest but also invariably attempted to ‘prove’ the futility of protest. This paper examines one such attempt, specifically those histories written in the immediate aftermath of the so-called quasi-insurrectionary Swing Riots of the autumn and winter of 1830. Not only was Swing arguably the last widespread ‘rising’ of English rural communities but it is also occurred at time of political and constitutional chaos in Britain, occasioned by the collapse of the Duke of Wellington’s unpopular and anti-parliamentary reform government and the death of George IV, as well as popular revolutions in continental Europe. Swing, therefore, was perceived to offer a potentially revolutionary threat to the British state. Within twelve months Swing was already the subject of at least five ‘instant history’ pamphlets positioning the mythic ‘Captain Swing’ as either a doomed reckless figure or, as in “Swing!” A Farce, in One Act’, a ludicrous relic.  Such histories were not only critical in maintaining a modicum of (high) political stability in a period of flux but also laid the groundwork for the later repressive New Poor Law (1834) – the first act of British state centralization – and the formation of County Police Constabularies in 1839. Instant histories, so it will be shown, deny protestors political agency, temporal relevance and unwrite the fundamental socio-spatial unity so critical to social movements.

	

	Paper 5
	Heritage and history

	Presenter 
	Gavin Parker (University of Reading) & Joe Doak (University of Reading) 

	Proposals for new development and changes in policy often create controversy, conflict and discursive manoeuvring. These tend to provoke politicised action on the part of local groups, politicians and others who make use of a variety of tactics, resources and other actants to pursue their interests and objectives. There is a strong literature in planning theory around the use of competitive and persuasive storytelling (Throgmorton 1991, Mandelbaum 1992, Grant 1994) and this literature is complemented with geographical accounts of the discursive use of heritage and history in the work of for example: Samuel (1994), Lowenthal (1994), Bender (1993) and Hewison (1987). More specific accounts of the selective use of history in planning and related disputes is found in Crouch and Parker (2003) while emerging work (Keogh 2007) also identifies the colonisation and claims to ownership of heritage as important elements in negotiating change. This paper draws on and builds from recent work looking at the contestation of Brownfield (re)development (e.g. Karadimitriou 2007) to provide an account of how history is used politically as part of the interplay of relations and networks interested in shaping futures for towns and cities.

	

	Paper 6
	The High Ground: Military Geography as American History

	Presenter 
	Matthew Farish (University of Toronto) 

	Military geography has long been understood as an essential aid to the practice of war.  As a disciplinary sub-division, however, it has become increasingly isolated, treated as insignificant or irrelevant to intellectual debates, antagonistic or indifferent to critical theorizing, and ethically suspect.  And yet military geography remains a vital subject demanding additional scrutiny.  Individuals trained in geographical techniques continue to be hired in droves by military employers around the globe, resulting in the production of powerful spatial representations with military orientations but broader implications.  Many of these bear the traces of the American armed forces, the beneficiary of an astonishing half of the world’s total military spending.  In the theories, but also in the practices, of American military geographers, tactical successes and failures from history have been used to generate ‘lessons’ relevant to contemporary combat.  Drawing on archival documentation, reports, and popular publications, this paper critically examines the presence and production of American history within military geography since the Second World War.  Attention is paid not only to the use of historical evidence as a guide or impulse to more recent military actions, but also to the circulation of simplistic historical narratives, mobilized by military actors, in the public sphere.     

	

	Paper 7
	Democratizing geography education production and the journal Contemporary Issues in Geography and Education

	Presenter 
	Jo Horcup (University of Glasgow)

	The journal Contemporary Issues in Geography and Education (CIGE) was created and produced between 1983 and 1988 by a collective of school geography educators, academics in the early stages of their careers, school students, social justice and environmental activists, and artists.  Instigated by the research activities of an Inner London Education Authority secondary school geography teacher Dawn Gill, the collective known as The Association for Curriculum Development in Geography (ACDG) produced themed editions of journals critically engaging with issues such as racism and multiculturalism, nuclear power and the ecological crisis, war and peace, global capitalism, gender and geography and anarchism and geography.  At its core was the motivation to disseminate ideas and materials ‘… to develop a critical and constructive approach to the learning and teaching of geography while fostering geographical education that is relevant to the present and future everyday lives of ordinary people’ to ‘encourage the realisation of links between critical understanding and the active transformation of the world in which we live’ (Gill and Cook 1983:1). 

Yet despite - and possible in spite of - these ambitious aims, this journal series has been rarely referenced by academic geographers.  Where it has been discussed, it has often written of in disparaging or dismissive terms as being ‘limited in scope and influence’ (Morgan and Lambert 2005).

By exploring the active life of the journal this paper will consider the prescient afterlives this lost classic of the recent past has in relation to current geography education initiatives whilst affording broader reflections on the central role of geography education in dialogues concerning critical and radical geography (Heyman 2007).  Additionally this paper will question how geographical endeavours of the recent past are written in and out of geographical knowledge production, and reflect on the power geographies the acts of benign neglect and indifference can have in making critical geography matter (or make it disappear).

	SESSION 3: Imperial and Colonial Histories

	Paper 8
	Everyday engagements with Islamic Imperial Histories

	Presenter 
	Richard Phillips (University of Liverpool)

	Histories of imperialism are deployed in a range of contemporary politics. These range from general attempts to move on from negative experiences, relegating them to the past and resolving their legacies, to more nuanced interventions by a range of actors: not only academics but also activists and ‘ordinary people’. This paper examines the ways in which histories of imperialism are deployed in contemporary anti-Islamophobic politics. It finds a regular appeal to Islamic empires – described in their own terms and in contrast with Christian and other western empires – in interventions against contemporary neo-Orientalist discourses that negatively stereotype Muslims and Islam.

	

	Paper 9
	The place of black history in Britain

	Presenter 
	Caroline Bressey (University College London) 

	The writing of black history in Britain has always been political.  From the writing of biographical slave narratives published by free Africans in 18th century London to the revisioning of history in the works of CLR James and the theoretical work of Paul Gilroy, black histories have challenged notions of race, place and belonging in Britain.  The community led campaign to establish black (and Asian) histories on the national curriculum has had limited success with the most recent changes to the history syllabus.  However, the Right in British politics is undermining this progress by mobilising around the idea that in Britain ‘political correctness has gone too far’.  This has given commentators a new language with which to re-introduce racist and racialised understandings of Britishness.  Commentators have been able to dismiss multi-cultural histories of Britain and once again enforce the idea that historical geographies of empire exist only beyond the borders of Britain, and that British history at home is a ‘white’ history.  This paper will highlight examples of ‘anti-political correctness’ in the context of black history and examine how these debates are impacting upon historical understandings and contemporary debates of race in Britain.

	

	Paper 10
	The historical geographies of resistance and the everyday

	Presenter 
	Rhys Jones (University of Aberystwyth) & Peter Merriman (University of Aberystwyth)  

	Historians and social theorists have maintained that our conception of the past is dominated by national – and nationalist – historiographies.  With the nation-state acting as the key driver and context for researching and writing history, the everyday becomes viewed as a place that is either rooted in the present or a place in which only fleeting and, therefore, unsettling echoes of the past are to be found (Lefebvre 1971).  Our aim in this paper is to examine a specific case, which subverts this distinction.  We explore the campaign in favour of bilingual Welsh and English road signs conducted in Wales between the late 1960s and the early 1980s.  We claim that the British state, as part of its nation-building project, sought to de-politicise road signs by de-historicising and de-spatialising them; the main discourses used to justify the British state’s position of maintaining monolingual English signs were based on technical and safety issues.  The Welsh Language Society’s campaign, conversely, sought explicitly to politicise these signs – specifically place-name signs – by drawing attention to their complex historical geographies.  Anglicised place-name signs, in this respect, were reminders of the historical geographies of the long-term English presence in Wales (cf. Nash 1999).  More broadly, these empirical themes illustrate an interesting relationship between a British nation-building project that was de-historicised and a Welsh campaign of resistance, which was embedded in the activists’ everyday experience of the road signs and the legacies of domination that these signs reflected
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