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Liverpool Shipping and the End of Empire: The Ocean Group in Asia, c. 1945-c. 1970

Containerisation and Britain’s entry into the EEC are usually cited as the principal reasons for Liverpool’s economic demise in the 1970s and 1980s.  Yet, given the heavy dependence of the port’s imports and exports on the non-European world into the post-imperial era, there may be a case for viewing decolonisation as a more significant contributory factor in Liverpool’s downturn.  This paper seeks to explore the links between the end of empire and the Merseyside malaise through examining the experiences of a leading Liverpool-based shipping line, the Ocean (or Blue Funnel or Alfred Holts) group.

The first part of the discussion concerns the significance of Ocean as a key British shipping operation in the Asia-Pacific region, and its relationship with ‘gentlemanly capitalism’.  We then move on to focus on the ways in which economic nationalism and political turbulence in the decolonisation époque affected the group’s activities in East and Southeast Asia.  In the third section, the degree to which these experiences impacted upon Ocean’s performance and strategic management are discussed.  Ocean faced a number of threats in the post-war era which were not directly related to decolonisation.  However, we do discover that the group’s diversification (both geographical and ‘technological’), as well as the steady loss of Ocean’s Liverpool identity, were influenced significantly by the group’s political exposure ‘east of Suez’.  How far the Ocean model might inform an overarching analysis of Liverpool’s late-colonial and post-colonial economy is considered in the conclusion.
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