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Reconsidering “Unfree workers® in Britain and the British Empire c. 1800-2000
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In conventional labour history, a worker has been supposed to be a male,
adult, British-born white and not-coerced wage labourer. Many divergent people have been working
under many restrictions in Britain and throughout the Empire. We have defined them as ‘ unfree
workers. Together with five case studies (slaves in the Caribbean plantations, non-working males
appeared in the 1951 Census, young boys and girls in the late 19th century, black workers in South
Africa and refugee workers from East Europe In the late 1940s), we have focused on three discourses
concerning * free’ and ‘ unfree” (convict labour in 1830s, factory acts in the first half of the
19th century and construction of gender, and the emergence of new liberalism and social research of
East End by Beatrice Potter Webb in 1890s). The * free labour ideology’ , which places supreme value

on labour based on contracts based on so-called free will, enforced those ‘' unfree’ workers
deprived of decent work and life from them.
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