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Abstract 

 

 

This thesis investigates the custom of white people blacking their faces and its 

continuation at a time when society is increasingly aware of accusations of racism. 

To provide a context, an overview of the long history of black people in England is 

offered, and issues about black stereotypes, including how óblacknessô has been 

perceived and represented, are considered. The historical use of blackface in 

England in various situations, including entertainment, social disorder, and 

tradition, is described in some detail. It is found that nowadays the practice has 

largely been rejected, but continues in folk activities, notably in some dance styles 

and in the performance of traditional (folk) drama. Research conducted through 

participant observation, interview, case study, and examination of web-based 

resources, drawing on my long familiarity with the folk world, found that participants 

overwhelmingly believe that blackface is a part of the tradition they are following 

and is connected to its past use as a disguise. However, although all are aware of 

the sensitivity of the subject, some performers are fiercely defensive of blackface, 

while others now question its application and amend their ódisguiseô in different 

ways. Further factors underlying the use, and usefulness, of blacking up are 

suggested, including tradition, identity, community, and mystery. Reasons why the 

practice continues despite significant opposition are discussed. It is concluded that 

there is a long history of blacking up in England and that current blackface practice 

is not intentionally associated with Victorian ónigger minstrelsô; however, minstrelsy 

was so popular that its influence cannot be discounted. It is also suggested that the 

folk process has always absorbed and reflected influences from popular culture, 

and continues to do so; and that in an area of strong opinion, no definitive answers 

can be given that will satisfy everyone.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

 

 

In 2005 the Crown Prosecution Service was sent police film of a long-established 

English folk tradition which had taken place that midwinter, as for countless years 

previously, in a remote coastal town. The CPS was required to assess whether, by 

the very nature of the event, an offence had been committed - it was found that 

there were no grounds for prosecution. Nevertheless, and despite the fact it was 

agreed that the name and some other contentious features of the occasion would 

be changed, the following year the MP for Hackney North and Stoke Newington 

tabled a Parliamentary Early Day Motion calling for the Government óto discourage 

any repeat of this eventô.1  The custom at issue was a parade of local people 

touring the pubs of Padstow, Cornwall, singing popular songs and collecting for 

charity. The objection was that, as the occasion was called óDarkie Dayô, the 

participants blackened their faces, and the songs were minstrel songs, the practice 

was inherently racist and as such had no place in modern England. 

 

This was the catalyst that crystallised many issues I had vaguely been pondering 

for some time. I was already familiar with the use of óblacking upô in some folk 

dance contexts. Why did an obscure local custom raise so strong a reaction in 

people who had never even witnessed it? Why specifically was it thought to be 

racist? What was the position regarding other similar activities? Have they too 

been investigated, disapproved of, curtailed in any way? If so, why do people insist 

on continuing them? These musings coalesced into a series of more specific 

questions: 

 

Á What is the history of black people in England? 

Á How has óblacknessô historically been perceived/represented? 

Á How has blackface been used historically in England? 

Á When, where, and in what folk traditions is blackface currently used?  

Á What reasons are given for this continued use of blackface? 

Á Are changes taking place? If so, what? And why? 

This thesis constitutes an attempt to answer these research questions.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1
 <http://www.parliament.uk/edm/2005-06/1317> [accessed 19 October 2011]. 
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1.1 Background and Context 

 
In some forms of English folk activities ï Border morris, Molly dancing, mumming, 

and other more local traditions ï some participants black their faces, despite other 

people regarding this as a racist act.  

 

To the best of my knowledge, there has been no previous academic study of this 

subject, let alone one which has taken such a wide perspective as this one. 

Research has focused on more specific aspects of associated subjects. For 

example, John Forrest traced the early history of morris dancing; Roy Judge, that 

of Jack-in-the-Green.2 Peter Millington has studied traditional drama (mummersô 

plays) extensively.3 Several authors have pointed out the use of traditional forms of 

disguise in social disorder which often included blacking faces, without linking this 

to any current usage. However, various local histories of activities involving 

blacking up have been investigated by enthusiasts, often at some depth, and these 

have proved a valuable source of information.4   

 

There has been extensive discussion on folk-related forums on the World Wide 

Web as to whether blacking up is racist or not. The global nature of the internet has 

meant that the context of opinion and experience is much more international than 

is strictly relevant to this study. Derek Schofield wrote an article discussing the 

current use of blacking up in dance traditions;5 the fact that this was published in a 

journal with a circulation comprising those who are already interested in English 

folk dance and music means its dissemination has been limited. On the other hand, 

the subject of minstrelsy, the most familiar form of blacking up, has attracted much 

study, mostly in an American context. The work in this field of Michael Pickering 

and George Rehin especially is more relevant to the situation in England.6  

 

The history of black peoples in England was largely overlooked until the balance 

began to be redressed in the 1970s and 80s, since which time the subject has 

been examined from a number of viewpoints. Similarly, a number of derogatory 

stereotypes and negative associations which have become attached to black 

identity have been acknowledged and challenged.  

                                                
2
 John Forrest, The History of Morris Dancing 1458-1750 (Cambridge: James Clarke, 

1999); Roy Judge, The Jack-in-the-Green: A May Day Custom. 2nd edn (London: FLS 
Books, 2002). 
3
 E.g. Peter Thomas Millington, 'The Origins and Development of English Folk Plays', 

University of Sheffield, 2002). See also <http://www.mastermummers.org/index.htm>  
4
 E.g. Chas Marshall and Stuart Rankin, The Return of the Blue Stots (London: Dockside 

Studio, 2003); others examples are introduced in relevant chapters.   
5
 Derek Schofield, 'A Black and White Issue?', English Dance and Song 67.2 (2005). 

6
 Michael Pickering, 'John Bull in Blackface', Popular Music, 16. 2 (1997), pp. 181-201;  

G. F. Rehin, 'Harlequin Jim Crow: Continuity and Convergence in Black-Face Clowning', 
Journal of Popular Culture, 9.3 (1975), pp. 682-701; G. F. Rehin, 'Blackface Street 
Minstrels in Victorian London and Its Resorts: Popular Culture and Its Racial Connotations 
as Revealed in Polite Opinion', Journal of Popular Culture, 15 (1981), pp. 19-38. 
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This research aims to draw together these various strands of enquiry to present 

readers with an overview of the situation regarding English folk traditions and 

attitudes regarding black people in the early years of the twenty-first century. 

Because of the disparate elements of this study, further reference to previous 

research is interwoven into the relevant chapters in the body of the work.  

 

1.2  Methodology 

 

If ómethodsô are technical rules that define proper procedures, 
ómethodologyô is the broad theoretical and philosophical framework into 
which these procedural rules fit.

7
 

  

All research is affected by the paradigms which underlie it. Ontological and 

epistemological assumptions about the nature of reality, and how we can learn 

about it, impact on the way research is carried out. A brief consideration of these 

matters is offered before a more detailed account and discussion of the 

methodology employed in this study is given.8 

 

There are two broad ontological views of the nature of social reality ï óobjectivistô 

and óconstructivistô. The objectivist position is that social phenomena exist 

independently of social actors, while constructivism asserts that ósocial phenomena 

and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors.ô9 Similarly 

contrasting epistemological positions are contained in the paradigms of ópositivismô 

and óinterpretivismô. The positivist paradigm, closely linked to the natural sciences, 

suggests that reality consists of a series of events which can be experienced 

through the human senses, knowledge then consisting of measurements of those 

events, giving objective data which lead to an understanding of reality. On the 

other hand, the interpretivist paradigm is linked with the constructivist position, and 

assumes knowledge is constructed from the subjective views of individuals leading 

to the creation of a relativistic understanding of reality. Effectively, the 

understanding of reality is a social or mental construct that can change based on 

situation or circumstances. A third, post-positivist, paradigm, which Grix refers to 

as ócritical realismô, seeks to bridge the previous extremes by ó[combining] the 

ñhowò (understanding ï which is linked to interpretivism) and the ñwhyò (explanation 

ï which is linked to positivism)ô.10 This third paradigm uses both objective 

measurements and subjective discourse, the balance being determined by the 

actual research questions of a particular study. This mixed-method approach is 

shared by pragmatism, a similarly post-positivist position which emphasises the 

practical rather than the abstract, and óoperates on the premise that the value of 

any theory can only be gauged by how well it addresses real practical needs and 

                                                
7
 John D. Brewer, Ethnography (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2000), p. 2. 

8
 Ontology = whatôs out there to know; epistemology = what and how we can know about it; 

methodology = how we can go about acquiring that knowledge (Jonathan Grix, The 
Foundations of Research (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), p. 66). 
9
 Bryman, Social research methods 2001, cited in Jonathan Grix, The Foundations of 

Research (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), p. 61. 
10

 Jonathan Grix, The Foundations of Research (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 
p. 85. 



Trish Bater 080207052 
 

4 
 
how well it works in practice.ô11 Pragmatists are not committed to any particular 

system of philosophy or theory, and, as the name suggests, draw on whatever 

method fits the nature of the research problem ï óInstead of methods being 

important, the problem is most important, and researchers use all approaches to 

understand the problem.ô12 

 

Research may stem from the formation of a hypothesis which is then tested. 

Deductions are made from the results of investigations, which are biased towards 

the objective and quantitative in nature ï the deductive approach. Conversely, the 

researcher may not have an initial hypothesis to test, but instead employs a 

research design in which a series of observations is made and then used to 

develop abstract ideas, leading to a general theory at the conclusion of the 

research. This is the inductive approach. However, óin reality, most research uses 

both induction and deduction, as there is a necessary interplay between ideas and 

evidence in each research process.ô13  

 

As stated above, the deductive approach is strongly connected with quantitative 

research methodology, in which many cases are investigated, variables are 

measured in ways which can be replicated by others, and results are expressed in 

numerical terms. On the other hand, inductive theories are often formed after 

qualitative research, which employs in-depth fieldwork techniques such as case 

studies, participant observation, or interviews. The researcher is not detached in 

such a study but is more directly involved in the process as both collector and 

interpreter of data.  

 

This is a very simplistic summary of a complex subject. Nevertheless, it is sufficient 

to determine that the standpoint most fitting this research is ontologically, a 

constructivist view; epistemologically, a stance tending towards the interpretivist 

paradigm with an inductive approach; and methodologically, a qualitative research 

strategy. This position is encapsulated in the following: 

1. Meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage with the 
world they are interpreting. Qualitative researchers tend to use open-
ended questions so that participants can express their views. 

2. Humans engage with their world and make sense of it based on their 
historical and social perspective ï we are all born into a world of 
meaning bestowed upon us by our culture. Thus, qualitative 
researchers seek to understand the context or setting of the 
participants through visiting this context and gathering information 
personally. They also make an interpretation of what they find, an 
interpretation shaped by the researchersô own experiences and 
backgrounds. 

3.
 The basic generation of meaning is always social, arising in and out 

of interaction with a human community. The process of qualitative 

                                                
11

 Martyn Denscombe, The Good Research Guide. 3
rd

 edn (Maidenhead: Open University 
Press, 2007), p. 91. 
12

 John W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 
Approaches. 2

nd
 edn (London: Sage, 2003), p. 11. 

13
 Ragin, cited in Jonathan Grix, The Foundations of Research (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2004), p.114. 
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research is largely inductive, with the enquirer generating meaning 
from the data collected in the field.

14 

 

Constructivism óimplies that social phenomena and categories are not only 

produced through social interaction but that they are in a constant state of 

revision.ô15 The concepts involved in the research questions above ï race, 

blackness, tradition ï are obviously human constructs, and the amount of debate 

they engender, the viewpoints expressed, are strongly influenced by social and 

cultural positioning. A qualitative-based investigation of these areas allows open-

ended enquiry. From this enquiry, explanations can be generated through analysis 

of the data collected, identifying relationships and becoming aware of patterns and 

themes.  

 

At an extreme, this is the approach of grounded theory, in which ótheory (or some 

other broad explanation) becomes the end point of the studyô.16 This method sets 

great store by the systematic coding, cross-referencing, and categorisation of the 

events, actions, opinions, statements etc. gathered in research, analysing the 

patterns and themes that are uncovered to arrive at a theory. Although strongly 

influenced by features of grounded theory, this thesis does not aspire to apply the 

full rigour of the associated coding, nor to produce one over-arching theory. In this 

it could be said to show a more pragmatic approach, mindful that óexplanations of 

events and situations need to be meaningful and relevant to those whose actions 

and behaviour are involved.ô17 In short, my theoretical stance is situated in the 

lower half of the schematic on page six. 

 

With the theoretical background established, I shall now discuss the specific 

methods employed in more detail. With such a diverse and wide-ranging subject, 

these have necessarily been equally diverse. 

 

1.2.1 Data Collection 

 

Without documents there are no traces. Things remain invisible and 
events remain unrecorded. The only resource is word-of-mouth 
accounts.

18
 

 

Use has been made of an assortment of data. The section on Black History, 

offered as essential background information rather than fresh research, draws on 

existing publications on the topic, while óRepresentations of Blacknessô likewise 

utilises secondary sources. 

                                                
14

 Crotty (1998), cited in John W. Creswell, Research Design : Qualitative, Quantitative, 
and Mixed Methods Approaches. 2

nd
 edn (London: Sage, 2003), p. 9.  

15
 Bryman, Social research methods 2001, cited in Jonathan Grix, The Foundations of 

Research (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), p. 61. 
16

 John W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 
Approaches. 2

nd
 edn (London: Sage, 2003), pp. 132-3.  

17
 Martyn Denscombe, The Good Research Guide. 3

rd
 edn (Maidenhead: Open University 

Press, 2007), p. 91. 
18

 Lindsay Prior, óDocumentsô, in Qualitative research practice, ed. by Clive Seale et al. 
(London: SAGE, 2004) pp. 375-390 (p. 375). 
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The Research óOnionô 
© Mark Saunders, Philip Lewis & Adrian Thornhill, 2008. 

 

A large proportion of the history of folk traditions, including the use of blacking up, 

is resistant to investigation due to lack of documentary evidence: sadly, word-of-

mouth accounts have only been systematically collected since the middle of the 

nineteenth century. Hence the majority of examples in the chapter on historical 

references to blackface are taken from online newspaper archives, which, although 

by definition biased towards more outrageously ónewsworthyô incidents, are the 

closest thing to a widespread contemporary account available. Amateur research 

and personal collections passed on to me by enthusiasts supplement this 

information. 

  

Collection of details about current blackface has been much simpler. Most 

fieldwork has been conducted as óparticipant observerô, or more accurately, 

óobservant participantô, since I used an existing role to research a familiar setting.19 

Folk customs attended include Padstow Mummersô Day, Haxey Hood, Britannia 

Coconut Dance, Abbots Bromley Horn Dance, and Bonfire Night in Lewes. 

Mummersô plays viewed have included Soulcaking, Pace Egging and Christmas 

performances during 2008-12. Many more groups were seen at the Mummersô 

Unconvention, a weekend gathering held in Bath in November 2011 consisting of 

symposium, workshops and performance.  Dance displays were observed at 

Warwick Folk Festival and Whitby Folk Week, specifically in 2009/10/11/12; 

Whittlesea Straw Bear 2009; Gate to Southwell Festival 2010/12; and the Joint 

                                                
19

 John D. Brewer, Ethnography (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2000), p. 61. 
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Morris Organisationsô Day of Dance in Sheffield 2011, as well as individual teams 

at specific danceouts. Photographs and video were taken in addition to field notes, 

to remind me of detail and to serve as illustration for those unfamiliar with the 

variety of costumes and contexts.  

 

More detailed studies were conducted of groups chosen because they represent 

certain aspects of the subject ï seminal dance teams for border and molly, 

together with influential or striking sides demonstrating a contrast. Mummers were 

chosen for their geographical accessibility, making repeat visits feasible. In these 

cases, members were interviewed, some personally but most by email 

communication after initial contact had been made in a performance situation. My 

position as an óinsiderô gave me a level of access which may not have been 

available to those unfamiliar with the field. In the majority of cases I was a 

recognised face; in those situations where I was unknown, it did not take long to 

establish common acquaintances. I found that trying to interview performers óon 

siteô was not always possible. (Short interviews were conducted in situ with the few 

black spectators I encountered at folk events - see Chapter 6). Although Folk 

Festivals etc. are very informal affairs and participants are very approachable, they 

are obviously concerned with the logistics of display, while in turn, perhaps over 

familiar with the context, I often found it difficult to dissociate myself from my own 

recreational guise and take on the researcherôs role. My solution was to introduce 

myself and my subject and to establish contact details, covering issues of consent, 

following this up later by email for specific enquiries. This combination - personal 

introduction and later correspondence via email - was found to be the most 

successful way of eliciting information. A tester óblindô email sent to groups on the 

Morris Federation Contact list of teams who were cited as Border or Molly dancers 

had brought a little useful information, but mostly produced general comments 

which added nothing to my existing knowledge. 

 

The use of email raises another aspect of this thesis, which is the extensive use 

made of the internet. As well as email interviews and searching online newspaper 

archives this has included trawling team websites for an overview of the 

information they disseminate regarding the use of blackface. Some use has been 

made of discussion forums to evaluate the range of feeling that the topic arouses. 

Finally, the thesis itself will be available on the internet, which brings its likely 

audience into consideration ï almost all the people who have contributed to the 

study have expressed an interest in the outcome. It should be acknowledged that 

this too has a possible influence, having an effect on the content, structure and 

style of writing employed. óOn one hand, we must respect and honor our 

relationships with participants; on the other, we owe readers an account that is as 

comprehensive and complex as possible.ô20 As researcher, it is incumbent upon 

me to offer my interpretations and discussions openly and to represent results as 

accurately as I am able, regardless of personal feeling.  

                                                
20

 Lisa M Tillmann-Healy, 'Friendship as Method', in Emergent Methods in Social Research, 
ed. by Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber and Patricia Leavy (London: Sage, 2006), pp. 273-94 
(p. 286). 
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1.2.2  The researcherôs background and role 

Our attitudes affect what we choose to study, what we concentrate on, 
who we hang around with or interview, our interpretation of events, and 
even our investment of time and effort in the field.

21
 

 
 

In qualitative research the researcher holds a much more central position, and, as 

stated above, interpretation of results is inevitably shaped by the researcherôs own 

experiences and culture. Therefore, some biographical details may be helpful in 

allowing readers to position this research against my own background. 

 

I am a white British (English!) woman óof a certain ageô. The fourth daughter of a 

manual worker, my childhood was working class, but as a beneficiary of the 1944 

Education Act I had a grammar school education and was the first in the family to 

attend university. Like many others I later trained as a teacher, and as such might 

now be regarded as middle-class, insofar as such categorisation is still relevant. 

My teenage years saw the time of the Civil Rights Movement in the USA; at 

university I joined in protests against apartheid in South Africa; as a teacher, I 

worked in a special school for maladjusted boys (later described as having 

óemotional and behavioural difficultiesô), an area in which black pupils were and still 

are over-represented.22 Thus I became very aware of issues like racism and black 

identity. Politically, I remain ópinkô but largely inactive.  

 

I was a child at the time of the second folk revival in the 1950s; my much elder 

sisters participated in folk dance events, and it seemed logical for me to 

accompany them occasionally, progressing to attending folk clubs in my own right. 

Years later, when I was married and had children, my husband became a morris 

dancer, and I continued to go to ódance outsô as general supporter and bag carrier. 

Over the last three decades I have regularly attended Days of Dance, Folk 

Festivals and other seasonal events, and my chief social contact is with other 

people involved in the ófolk sceneô. This period has seen a resurgence of interest in 

folk, as well as the revival or reinvention of two dance styles which often use 

blackened faces ï Border and Molly. I myself have been a performer successively 

of North-west, Border and rapper dance for over twenty years.  

 

My professional career provided me with insight into a black view of society; my 

leisure interests have given a longitudinal perspective and in-depth experience of 

many contemporary folk events from the standpoints of both spectator and 

participant.  They have also enabled easy entry into fieldwork contexts. As such I 

believe my familiarity with both aspects has enabled me to approach this research 

with a balanced perspective.   

                                                
21

 Sherryl Kleinman, óField-Workersô Feelings: What We Feel, Who We Are, How We 
Analyseô, in William B. Shaffir and Robert A. Stebbins, eds., Experiencing Fieldwork: An 
Inside View of Qualitative Research (Newbury Park; London: Sage, 1991), pp.184-195 (p. 
185).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
22

 The schoolôs catchment was boys who had been permanently excluded from mainstream 
schools. óBlack pupils are permanently excluded at over twice (and specifically those of 
Caribbean origin about three times) the rate of white pupils.ô Commission for Racial 
Equality, A Lot Done, a Lot to Do: Our Vision for an Integrated Britain (London, 2007). 
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1.2.3 Justification for and issues arising from the research methods 

 
The choice of research methods is appropriate for the wide scope of the subject 

being explored. It would have been ideal to search individual archives for 

references to blacking up in the past, but this was not feasible given the time 

allowed. I believe, given this limitation, it has been investigated as thoroughly as 

possible. Regarding investigation of current practice, the number of events 

attended and teams observed have produced data I believe to be representative 

and reliable; this is confirmed by the fact that I am no longer uncovering new 

material. There may have been geographical restrictions ï the bulk of my research 

took place in the North and Midlands, with forays into East Anglia, Sussex and 

Cornwall for specific events. However, this limitation is to a great extent mitigated 

by the use of the internet to examine websites of dance and mumming groups 

throughout the country, and by the fact that no new material emerged from this. 

Also, of course, dance teams travel considerable distances to attend festivals and, 

notwithstanding my northern base, in the course of fieldwork I have met teams 

from as far afield as Dartmoor and Kent. 

 

Other issues relate to the research methods in general, not specifically to their use 

here. These are threefold: the validity of information acquired through qualitative 

methods, considerations linked to the use of the internet, and the place of the self 

in research.  

Being present is one hurdle, but óaccessô also involves being trusted 
with insights and insider knowledge.

23
 

The possibility must be faced that some subjects, when in the 
researcherôs presence, will not be candid in their behaviour and 
conversations for fear that their actions and statements, which may be 
unacceptable to certain people, will become available to those 
persons.

24
 

Our informants tell and show us what they do because they are in a 
research situation with us as individuals; this encounter and the 
knowledge produced through it can never be objective.

25 
 

 

These quotations sum up the basic predicament ï are informants telling 

researchers the truth, and is that truth the whole truth? The comment about 

unacceptable statements is particularly pertinent to the subject of this thesis 

(though in a more generalised sense than the fear of awkwardness within a peer 

group). How, then, can any conclusions be drawn from such material? Validity can 

be achieved through several strategies. Those employed here include triangulation 

- collecting data from various sources. In this instance these comprise observation, 

interview, and examination of statements on the internet. Another strategy is the 

use of óthick descriptionô to give as much information as possible about the context 

of the findings. This involves presenting discrepant information when it is found. A 

                                                
23

 Martyn Denscombe, The Good Research Guide (Buckingham: Open University Press, 
1998), p. 78. 
24

 William B. Shaffir and Robert A. Stebbins, eds., Experiencing Fieldwork: An Inside View 
of Qualitative Research (Newbury Park; London: Sage, 1991), pp. 9-10. 
25

 Sarah Pink, óVisual Methodsô, in Qualitative research practice, ed. by Clive Seale et al. 
(London: SAGE, 2004) pp. 391-406 (p. 397). 
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further method is to determine the accuracy of information by checking it with 

participants on later occasions. The opinions given, although necessarily individual, 

were expressed by more than one person, leading me to trust they are honest 

reflections of the area discussed. Finally, the length of time spent óin the fieldô, both 

before and during this research, encourages me to believe I am able to give a 

credible representation of the area under discussion.  

   

The use of information from the internet has been a means to minimize constraints 

of time and space, particularly valuable given the scope of this study. However, it 

raises similar concerns about validity.26 How can we be sure people are who they 

say they are? This is not a concern when using group web pages or email, but is a 

factor when discussion forums are involved. Nowadays the internet is so widely 

used that early concerns about low technical skills can be largely discounted. 

There is a possibility that some people may not be able to óexpress themselves 

well, truly, or fully in text,ô27 but I believe this to be minimal in those involved in this 

study. The difficulty of developing rapport has been overcome by the practice of 

first making personal contact, or by mentioning my long involvement with the folk 

world if this is not possible.  

 

This introduces the third issue, the place of the self in research. In studying a 

familiar context, I might have expected to face some of the difficulties encountered 

by others working from the status of óinsiderô.28 Like Stoeltje, óI conducted my first 

interviews among people who were familiar to me, recorded my first field notes on 

a subject known to me, and encountered my first difficulties where I spoke the 

native language and dialect and was expected to know the answers to my 

questionséô.29 However, unlike her interlocutors, I found my informants were not 

only familiar with the idea of research, but that a considerable number of them had 

undertaken some local investigations themselves, which made my task easier in a 

number of ways. My experience also differed from that of Chou, who found it 

difficult to withdraw at the end of the research period; as a performing participant, 

she carried a dual identity, and faced questions about resuming her role within the 

group whereas an óoutsideô researcher would have had no such difficulty. My 

position was that of a member of a much larger subculture: although an óinsiderô in 

that respect, I was not sufficiently involved with any particular group for this to be a 

problem. 

 

A greater difficulty is one which affects all ethnographic study: óParticipant 

observation is very much a social exercise; and as such it is impossible to separate 

what one obtains as objective structural data from personal experiential factors, the 

                                                
26

 See Chris Mann, Internet Communication and Qualitative Research: A Handbook for 
Researching Online (London: SAGE, 2000). 
27

 Annette N. Markham, óThe Internet as research contextô, in Qualitative research practice, 
ed. by Clive Seale et al. (London: SAGE, 2004) pp.  358-374 (p. 367). 
28

 See Beverly J. Stoeltje, Christie L. Fox, and Stephen Olbrys, 'The Self In "Fieldwork": A 
Methodological Concernô', The Journal of American Folklore, 112 (1999), 158-82; Chou 
Chiener, 'Experience and Fieldwork: A Native Researcher's View', Ethnomusicology, 46 
(2002), 456-86. 
29

 Beverly J. Stoeltje, Christie L. Fox, and Stephen Olbrys, 'The Self In "Fieldwork": A 
Methodological Concernô', The Journal of American Folklore, 112 (1999), 158-82 (p.160). 
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life experiences one has in the field.ô30 This difficulty is ameliorated by the inclusion 

of data from the other sources mentioned above. Hopefully, the addition of 

information about my background will help to place my ólife experiencesô in context. 

Additionally, I have endeavoured to take a reflexive stance: 

éa critical attitude towards data, and recognition of the influence on the 
research of such factors as the location of the setting, the sensitivity of 
the topic, power relations in the field and the nature of the social 
interaction between the researcher and researchedé

31
 

 

The reader must judge to what extent I have been successful in this. My 

conclusions are my own: the results may well be open to other interpretations, and 

this is to be welcomed. As stated above, my aim is not to produce a definitive 

theory but to give a description of the situation regarding blackface in England 

today set against a context of black history and experience in this country. óThe 

principle here is to present an accurate description of what is being studied, though 

not necessarily all of the data that have been studied.ô32 To that end, data collected 

are presented as a mixture of narrative, direct quotation, summary, and illustration. 

Interpretation and discussion is contained in clearly marked sections and in the 

concluding chapter. In this way I hope to allow readers the space in which to form 

their own impressions before I offer my own.   

1.2.4  Ethical Considerations 

 

This research has been approved via the University of Sheffield Ethics Procedure. 

It is considered to be low-risk, in so far as the participants are not vulnerable, but 

given the subject, the feelings involved have to be treated with sensitivity. Special 

consideration has been given to the issue of identification, as discussed below. 

 

Informants: Privacy, Confidentiality and Consent   

The persons featuring in the majority of this research do so as amateur performers 

acting in groups in public places. By the nature of their actions, they not only 

welcome attention but actively encourage it. They are aware that they will be 

photographed or videoed, and that images may subsequently appear on the 

internet via, e.g., Facebook or YouTube. Given this, it seemed superfluous to ask 

permission of teams to take photographs for use in this thesis. Nevertheless I 

made teams aware of my research, and left my details with a member of the group, 

usually the group contact. I also obtained generic consent on behalf of a team, and 

individual consent in cases of interviews and, where possible, óportraitô 

photographs.  

 

The issue of identification is also complex. Much of my research has depended on 

being able to follow up named sources, enthusiasts who have devoted much of 

their time investigating aspects of their own particular interest, some but not all of 

                                                
30

 Daniel R. Wolf, óHigh-Risk Methodology: Reflections on Leaving an Outlaw Societyô, in 
William B. Shaffir and Robert A. Stebbins, eds., Experiencing Fieldwork: An Inside View of 
Qualitative Research (Newbury Park; London: Sage, 1991), pp. 211-223 (p. 212). 
31

 John D. Brewer, Ethnography (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2000), p. 127. 
32

 Anselm L. Strauss, and Juliet Corbin, Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory 
Procedures and Techniques (London: Sage, 1990), p. 22. 
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whom have made their results more widely available within the folk world. It would 

do these people a disservice not to acknowledge their contribution, and would 

restrict anyone who may wish to expand on some of the ideas introduced here 

were I to omit similar recognition. Therefore, I have kept original names where 

relevant. I have been encouraged to do so by the fact that only one correspondent 

has taken up the option to remain anonymous ï this has of course been respected. 

Even so, to avoid a plethora of unnecessary names, and to retain some feeling of a 

group identity, in places informants are identified only by team (ómember of xxxô) 

although obviously, as most were anxious to emphasise, they speak as individuals; 

this is reflected in comments, which are presented without attribution. It was 

assumed at the outset, maybe erroneously, that team members would associate 

with broadly like-minded people, and results seem to confirm this.  

 

A further consideration in obtaining informed consent has been the fact that many 

of the activities are associated with the consumption of alcohol, and the question 

must at least be raised whether this might have affected judgement, either in 

behaviour displayed or in remarks made, and that consent was agreed to 

haphazardly, without careful thought. The first of these has been discounted by the 

awareness that participants were knowingly and willingly on public display; the 

second, mainly by my strategy of making introductions but obtaining actual 

statements later, when subjects had time to consider their words, and also in some 

cases by confirming on subsequent visits what had been said. 

 

Effects on the future 

It is naïve to imagine that research findings, or the very act of conducting research, 

have no repercussions on the subject under consideration. This is evident from my 

own MA study,33 which directly, though unintentionally, resulted in a change of 

venue for an emerging tradition. Similar influences on existing practices have 

arisen, albeit more knowingly, from the work of Ian Russell.34 Regarding this 

research, it may be that questioning the practice of blacking up causes some 

people to reconsider their position. Nevertheless, I believe its actual impact on 

future practice will be minimal; in some cases it may accelerate a change already 

considered, but, as Chapter 6 will show, the decision of individual groups to black 

up has not been made unthinkingly, but as a result of their specific understanding 

and point of view, and as such will be resistant to change.  

 

A Note on Terminology   

Acceptable ways of referring to people with dark skin have changed drastically 

even over my lifetime. Inevitably, given the historical nature of some sources, older 

terms now deemed objectionable are used - for example, ónigger minstrelsô. These 

are discussed in Chapter 3.3 below. In fieldwork, I faced the possibility of óincorrectô 

terminology being used in comments. I decided to take all comments at face value, 

without condoning or challenging their use. In practice, this occurred naturally, as I 

found comments were not made deliberately to offend. On the contrary, several people 

                                                
33

 P. Bater, óThe Harvest Sing, Sheffieldô, (unpublished MA dissertation: University of 
Sheffield, 2007). 
34

 Ian Russell, 'Working with Tradition: Towards a Partnership Model of Fieldwork', Folklore 
117 (2006), pp.15-32. 
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seemed to take care to search for a word they thought would be polite, acceptable 

usage (not always successfully). With such a subject it is easy to fall into being 

chronocentric. My approach in writing has been to use the terms appropriate for 

the historical context. In my own writing the current idiom óblackô is employed, but it 

has been more difficult to decide when to capitalise the word.  I have followed the 

example of the old Commission for Racial Equality in using the lower-case óblackô 

as an adjective, but have sometimes capitalised óBlacksô as a shortened form of 

referring to black people. In the interests of equality, the same principle has been 

applied to w/White.35  

 

1.3 Outline ï structure of thesis 

 

The structure of the thesis closely follows the research questions. This introduction 

has provided the background to the study and a discussion of the methodology 

employed. Chapter 2 comprises a history of black people in Britain from Roman 

times to the present, detailing the rise and eventual abolition of slavery, the place 

of Blacks in Victorian society, increasing tension and immigration in the twentieth 

century, events leading to official recognition of racism, and the current situation of 

black Britons. Chapter 3, óRepresentations of Blacknessô, covers associations of 

the word óblackô in idiomatic language and folklore as well as the ways in which 

black people themselves have been represented, demonstrating how stereotypes 

have been created. A section on minstrelsy ï the first image for many when 

blacking up is mentioned ï precedes a discussion of some of the historical 

terminology used which is no longer acceptable. The chapter closes with a brief 

discussion of racism and ópolitical correctnessô. Chapter 4 gives an account of 

historical use of blackened faces in England under the subheadings Entertainment, 

Criminal activity, Social disorder, and Custom and Tradition, identifying links and 

crossovers between practices in these categories. Chapter 5 reveals how the use 

of blackface has largely died out except in certain folk contexts: numerous 

examples of this are illustrated with photographs. Information is also given showing 

how in some cases practice is changing. Chapter 6 considers óofficialô reaction to 

blacking up and the responses of people I have interviewed as well as the reasons 

given for its continued use (or otherwise), together with some other aspects of the 

practice. Chapter 7 discusses various issues raised in those responses and places 

them in a wider folkloric context before suggesting ways in which study of the 

subject could be extended.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
35

 See Chapter 3.3.5 for discussion of this problem. 
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Chapter 2: The History of Black People in Britain 
 

 

It is not reasonable to examine current attitudes towards blacking up in England 

without also taking into consideration the history and experiences of black people 

in this country which have been instrumental in shaping those attitudes. Over the 

last thirty years or so there has been increasing attention given to Black British 

history, itself an indication of changing perceptions.36 Therefore I propose to draw 

on some of these studies to outline what is now known of the history of black 

people in Britain. 

 

2.1  Before 1713: Exotic Savages 

 

Although there was a ódivision of Moorsô  defending Hadrianôs wall in the years 253-

258 AD, the mention of the earliest black man in Britain is of an African soldier 

some years previously who had also arrived with the Roman Imperial army. In the 

year 210 the emperor Septimius Severus was returning from inspecting Hadrianôs 

wall, when óan Ethiopian soldier, who was famous among buffoons and always a 

notable jester, met him with a garland of cypress-boughsô.37 Severus was disturbed 

by the man's óominous colourô,38 and the garland likewise was an ill omen, being 

sacred to Pluto, the god of the underworld. Things were made worse when 

Severus, wishing to make a sacrifice, was mistakenly offered black victims who 

then were allowed to follow him to the doors of his palace when he abandoned the 

sacrifice in disgust. He died in York shortly after these portents. 

 

It is possible that African soldiers remained in Britain when the Romans withdrew 

(in which case they would have pre-dated the white Anglo-Saxon invaders ï an 

irony also noted by Paul Edwards39), but the next attested record of Africans in 

Britain is in Tudor times. A small group was included in the court of King James IV 

of Scotland. The Portuguese had begun importing African slaves into Europe in 

1444, and it may have been that these Africans had been seized from Portuguese 

ships by Scottish privateers authorised by James. They included a drummer and 

                                                
36

 See, for example, Folarin Shyllon, Black People in Britain 1555-1833 (London and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1977); Peter  Fryer, Staying Power: The History of Black 
People in Britain (London: Pluto, 1984); Ron Ramdin, The Making of the Black Working 
Class in Britain (Aldershot: Gower, 1987); Marika Sherwood, 'Black People in Tudor 
England', History Today, 53 (2003) 40-42; Imtiaz H. Habib, Black Lives in the English 
Archives, 1500-1677: Imprints of the Invisible (Aldershot: Ashgate, c.2008). 
37

 <Historia Augusta>, trans. David Magie, Loeb Classical Library, p. 425, on Bill Thayer, 
(2007). 
<http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Historia_Augusta/Septimius_Severu
s*.html> [accessed 5 December 2008]. 
38

 Ibid. 
39

 David Killingray óAfricans in the United Kingdom: an Introductionô, in Africans in Britain, 
ed. by David Killingray, pp. 2-27 (pp. 3-4).  
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several young women, one of whom featured with the king in the entertainment 

óTournament of the Wild Knight and the Black Ladyô.40  

 

Africans had been included in the entourage of Catherine of Aragon when she 

arrived from Spain in 1501,41 and by 1507 Henry VII employed at least one black 

man, ironically named John Blanke,42 who played the trumpet. He is thought to be 

the man pictured in the painted roll of the Westminster Tournament of 1511.  

 

 

Extract from Westminster Tournament Roll (1511) © College of Arms.
43

 

 

However, it was during the reign of Mary, in 1555, that the first group of Africans 

was brought to England, specifically with trade in mind. English seamen had begun 

to explore the West African coast to trade in the gold, pepper and ivory previously 

monopolised by the Portuguese. A group of five Africans was brought from Ghana 

to England by John Lok so they could learn the language and return as 

interpreters.  

 

Increasing numbers of Blacks were brought to England during the reign of 

Elizabeth I, largely due to the activities of her privateer seamen. In 1562 Sir John 

Hawkins was the first Englishman to transport African slaves, again plundered from 

the Portuguese, across the Atlantic. (The expedition was so profitable that the 

queen supported a second voyage two years later.)  Sir Francis Drake had a black 

manservant, and Sir Walter Raleghôs black pageboy was baptised in 1597. 

Sherwood has identified twenty burial records and eleven baptism records of black 

people between 1553 and 1603,44 almost half of which are from Devon, an obvious 

                                                
40

 Joyce Green MacDonald, Women and Race in Early Modern Texts (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 1. 
41

 For a detailed discussion of this, see Imtiaz H. Habib, Black Lives in the English 
Archives, 1500-1677 : Imprints of the Invisible (Aldershot: Ashgate, c2008), pp. 21-7. 
42

 The name itself is a play on words; óBlankeô (Blanc) meaning ówhiteô. 
43

<http://www.westminster.gov.uk/libraries/archives/blackpresence/01.cfm> [accessed 5 
December 2008]. Image used with permission. 
44

 Marika Sherwood, 'Black People in Tudor England', History Today, 53 (2003) pp.  40-42 
(p. 41). Habib presents 448 records identified in Black Lives in the English Archives. 
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link with Hawkins, Drake and Ralegh, who were all born there.  The blacks were 

described as óEgyptianô, óNegroô, óEthiopianô, óBlackeô, ôNeygerô, ôNegerô, 

óBlackmoreô, óMorianô, óIndianô, and óMullatoô. As well as exotic household servants, 

they were mostly employed as court entertainers or prostitutes.45 Elizabeth herself 

had a ólytle Blackamoreô whom she provided with a splendid coat in 1577: in 1594 

the Christmas revels included one Lucy Negro playing the óAbbessô (brothel-

keeper) of Clerkenwell, a district where there were many such brothels. Some 

believe Shakespeareôs óDark Ladyô was an African, possibly even Lucy Negro 

herself.46 And, of course, Shakespeareôs audience had to be familiar with dark-

skinned people for óOthelloô to have meaning, notwithstanding subsequent debate 

about the Moorôs actual racial origin. 

 

Even though Blacks played a part in domestic households and entertainments, it 

seems their presence was tolerated by Elizabeth only as long as was expedient. In 

1596 the view was expressed that óthere are of late divers blackmoores brought 

into this realme, of which kind of people there are allready here too manyô,47 and 

public officers were instructed to give assistance to a Lubeck merchant, Casper 

von Senden, who had offered to take eighty-nine such óblackamooresô and 

exchange them for English prisoners in Spain and Portugal. They were to be 

confiscated from their owners, ówho we doubt not, considering her Majestyôs good 

pleasure to have those kind of people sent out of the landeô.48 A further attempt to 

remove óthe said kind of peopleô was made in 1601. In fact, the size of Londonôs 

black community in that year is estimated at 15,000ï20,000.49 Both attempts were 

ultimately unsuccessful. As Fryer notes, óFrom that day to this, there has been a 

continuous black presence in Britain.ô50 

 

The legal status of that presence remained unclear for many years.51 Although 

there were some free Blacks, most were to all intents and purposes slaves to their 

employers. Treated as chattels, eventually they were bought and sold as such. 

óThe first instance of blacks as articles of commerce in Britain, if we may trust such 

authenticated evidence as we have, occurred in 1621.ô52 This evidence is in the 

form of the Petition of William Bragge to the Honourable Sir Thomas Smith, Knight, 

and all the Company of the East India and Sommer Islands, in which Bragge asks 

                                                
45

 See Duncan Salkeld, óBlack Luce and the ñcurtizansò of Shakespeareôs Londonô, 
Signatures 2 (2000) <http://www.chiuni.ac.uk/info/Signatures.cfm>  [accessed 5 December 
2008]. 
46

 See Edward Scobie, óAfrican Women in Early Europeô, in Black Women in Antiquity ed. 
by Ivan van Sertima, (New Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 1988), pp. 135-
154 (pp. 139-40). 
47

 Acts of the Privy Council of England, n.s. XXVI, 1596-7, pp. 16-17, cited in Fryer, Staying 
Power, p. 10. 
48

 Acts of the Privy Council of England, n.s. XXVI, 20-1, cited in Fryer, Staying Power, p.11. 
49

 Cecily Jones, Oxford Companion to Black British History, ed. by David Dabydeen, John 
Gilmore and Cecily Jones (Oxford: OUP, 2007), p 146. However, other contributors to the 
same volume maintain óNo attempt can be made to quantify the number of Blacks in 
Renaissance Britain.ô (p. 402). 
50

 Fryer, Staying Power, p. 12. 
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 See Fryer, Staying Power, pp. 114-132 for discussion of the law pertaining to slaves in 
England. 
52

 Shyllon, Black People in Britain, p. 6. 
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that óthirteen negroes [é] are not to be vallewed at anie price. The cause why, I will 

shewe unto you, because the Lord Jesus hath suffered Death as well for them as 

for all you, for in time the Lord may call them to be true Christians.ô53 This refusal to 

profit from the sale of fellow-humans was an attitude obviously in the minority, as 

dealing in slaves continued and increased. 

 

Nevertheless, the black population remained small until the development of British 

colonies in the West Indies. British influence in the area grew as that of Spain 

declined. Cromwell was óthe first Englishman who had both the will and the power 

to pursue an imperial policyô, and the ómost promising field for the expansion of 

English colonies seemed to lie in the West Indiesô.54 Barbados had been settled in 

1627, and in 1654 an expedition set sail for Jamaica, which was captured 

completely by 1660. By 1666 the English ówere possest of Barbados the better 

halfe of St Christophers, Mevis, Mountserat, Antigua, and Sarenamô.55 The 

introduction of tea, coffee, and chocolate, naturally bitter beverages, had increased 

the demand for sugar. This was provided by the Caribbean colonies, and the 

planters there insisted they needed ónegro slavesô for the work involved, a need 

that merchant traders were only too ready to fill.56  Here lay the real foundations of 

English slaving. Shipsô captains took óperksô from each cargo of Africans, selling 

them either in the West Indies or when they returned to England, and offspring of 

rich West Indian planters arriving in England for their education brought with them 

their black household slaves. Royal approval for this trade was granted following 

the Restoration: Charles II's brother James, Duke of York, led the Company of 

Royal Adventurers Trading in Africa (later the Royal African Company), a slaving 

company which transported around 90,000-100,000 slaves between 1672 and 

1689.57 In 1689 it lost its monopoly, and ófree trade in black slaves was recognized 

as a fundamental and natural right of Englishmen.ô 58  

 

In England the fashion for black servants had continued to grow, and the number 

of Blacks in Britain increased. Samuel Pepys noted that in 1662 Lord Sandwich 

arranged for óa little Turke and a negroe, which are intended for pages to the two 

young ladiesô along with ómany birds and other pretty noveltysô to be presents for 

his family,59 and Pepys himself had a black cook.60 Indeed, as the fashion for 

acquiring exotic animals grew, black children became just another pet, to be 

discarded when they outgrew their charm. However, not all these 
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pet/servant/slaves were content with their position. As newspapers began to 

appear so did advertisements telling of ólostô or runaway slaves, many of them 

young children or teenagers. The printed notices show that the slaves were 

marked property and, like dogs, had to wear collars inscribed with the names or 

coat-of-arms of their owners.61  

 

The legal position of Blacks continued to be confused. There was widespread 

belief that baptism could free a slave, and hence it was much opposed by owners, 

one even demanding of a minister whether he would óbaptize his horseô.62 Yet as 

shown above, several were baptised, and not all servants were treated badly. As 

symbols of wealth and good taste, aristocrats dressed their slaves in finery, 

attested by the many portraits in which they feature, and endowed them with grand 

classical names such as óScipioô or óPompeyô,63 in an attempt to demonstrate the 

ócivility, politeness, and Christian virtue that slave owners hoped to convey by 

affiliating themselves with the fashioning of an exotic black savage into a domestic 

servantô.64 

 

The exoticism of Blacks was underlined by their appearances in pageants and 

entertainments as tumblers or musicians. Fryer cites many instances, with the 

black performers often accompanying wild beasts - riding leopards in 1656 and 

1663, panthers in 1671, camels in 1673, 1678, 1681, and 1693, lions in 1675, 1680 

and 1691 - though, disappointingly, the beasts seem to have been carved 

representations rather than actual animals.65 He also writes of óñBlack and Tawny 

Inhabitants [é] Drolling, Piping, Dancing and Singingò to the accompaniment of 

three pipes, tongs, a key, a frying-pan, a gridiron, and a salt-box,ô66 and of one 

woman who ówas a rope dancer, half acrobat, half posture girlô.67  

 

Exotic servant, entertainer, prostitute: this then was the position of most Blacks in 

Britain before 1713, the year in which a treaty was made which was to propel 

England into becoming the foremost slaving trader and lay the foundations of her 

wealth for generations.    
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2.2  1713-1833: "Am I Not a Man and a Brother?" 

 

 

Patch box with abolitionist motif.
68

 

 

 

For twelve years most of Western Europe and parts of North America had been 

embroiled in the War of Spanish Succession when, in 1713, negotiations resulted 

in the Treaty of Utrecht. Among the benefits granted to Britain was the asiento ï a 

thirty-year monopoly on providing slaves to Spanish colonies, óone privilege 

estimated to be worth millions a yearô.69 London and Bristol, ports already thriving 

from the slave trade, were joined by Liverpool, where slave ships were also built. 

(Liverpool was to overtake Bristol as Britainôs busiest slave trading port in 1747.) 

The manufacturing towns of Britain were all to benefit too. The triangular trade from 

Britain to West Africa, the Americas, and back to England, is well-known, but it is 

worth quoting Fryer at length to demonstrate the range of goods involved: 

Ships left London, Bristol and Liverpool loaded with textiles made in 
Lancashire; muskets, brass rods and cutlery made in Birmingham; 
copper rods and manilas (bronze rings used as a medium of exchange) 
made in Glamorgan, Bristol, Warrington, St. Helens, and Flintshire. 
Cargoes also included gunpowder, felt hats, silk pieces, sailcloth, green 
glass, beads, spirits, tobacco, and beer brewed by Samuel Whitbread 
and Sir Benjamin Truman. On the African coast these were bartered for 
slaves, who were shipped across the Atlantic in the notorious middle 
passage. In Barbados, the Leeward Islands, Jamaica and Surinam 
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these young Africans were exchanged for sugar, spices, molasses, rum, 
and tobacco, which were carried back to Britain and sold. With a 
proportion of the profit more manufactured goods were bought, and the 
cycle began afresh.

70
 

 

The immense earnings generated by this trade led to the demand for new banking 

facilities and services such as insurance. Among the financial institutions linked 

with the trade were Lloydôs, Barclays Bank, Barings Bank, and the Bank of 

England. óThe finance and insurance, the complicated flow of money, letters of 

credit, and insurance and trading instructions, all passed through trading houses 

and banking facilities primarily in London.ô71 250 years later London is still the 

worldôs most influential financial centre.72  Provincial banks also prospered, and 

had close links with slave merchants. Ten such merchants óplayed a roleô in 

founding ten of fourteen of the major banks in Liverpool listed after 1750, and in 

1789 six Bristol bankers joined a committee to oppose abolition.73  

 

Manufacturers, merchants, ship-owners, planters, bankers, were all powerful men 

with strong influence in local and national government. But whilst the slave trade 

flourished, slavery within Britain itself gradually declined, largely through the 

slavesô own actions in escaping their employers. óIndividual acts of resistance, 

multiplied many times over, became self-emancipation: a gradual, cumulative, and 

irreversible achievement which constituted the first victory of the abolitionist 

movement in Britain.ô74 The position of slaves in Britain was clarified in 1772, when 

in the case of runaway slave Somerset, Lord Mansfield óeffectively decided that a 

slave could not forcibly be taken abroad by his master against his wishes.ô75  

 

Public opinion was becoming increasingly opposed to the slave trade. In 1781 the 

captain of the slave ship Zong told his crew to throw sick slaves overboard so the 

cost of their loss would be borne by underwriters, not the shipsô officers, as would 

be the case if they died on board. The resulting court case related only to a dispute 

between shipowners and insurers. Granville Sharp, a prominent abolitionist, did 

attempt to bring a case of mass murder. Although his campaign was unsuccessful, 

it did lead to the inspection of a slave ship lying in the Thames by group of MPs, 

who were horrified by the conditions they found, and brought action to regulate the 

transportation of slaves. 

 

The Quakers were the first religious denomination to oppose slavery, but as a 

dissident group their influence was limited until the founding of the Society for the 

Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1787. Nine out of the twelve committee members 

were Quakers, but ófor reasons of political expediency, two Anglicans, Granville 
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Sharp and Thomas Clarkson, were chosen to represent the committeeô.76 Thomas 

Clarkson spent seven years travelling England, writing and distributing books, 

leaflets and pamphlets and seeking out information that could be used to support 

abolition. His finding that the mortality rate of crew on slavers was as high as that 

of slaves was influential in disproving the argument that the trade was good for 

training seamen. Josiah Wedgwood designed his famous seal for the Society, 

depicting a naked African kneeling in supplication, with the slogan 'Am I not a man 

and a brother?' Hundreds of cameos of the design donated to the Society by 

Wedgwood became fashionable accessories. This medallion and the diagram of 

the slave ship Brookes were to become the most enduring images associated with 

the slave trade. 7,000 posters of the Brookes were printed and circulated by the 

Abolitionists. 

 

In Parliament, William Wilberforce was the leading spokesman for abolition, but 

political awareness was also developing amongst the disenfranchised working 

class. The spread of radical ideas led to frequent petitioning of Parliament, a 

hundred petitions in favour of abolition being presented in 1788, and 519, a record 

number for a single session, in 1792. óIt has been estimated that around 400,000 

people, roughly 13% of the adult male population of the time, had put their names 

to them.ô77 Every major town, including those in areas where prosperity depended 

on the slave trade, had a local abolition committee. There was even a boycott of 

slave-grown sugar.  

 

In 1791 an attempt by Wilberforce to abolish the slave trade was defeated by the 

powerful pro-slavery network, but the campaign continued. óThe unity in struggle of 

black and white working people found practical expression on the streets of British 

provincial centres in the 1790s.ô78 A mass meeting in Sheffield in 1794 called for 

the end of slavery as well as abolition of the slave trade. The government became 

increasingly alarmed at the rise in radicalism, a feeling strengthened by the news 

of slave revolts in the French West Indies (1791) and war with newly-republican 

France, whose government abolished slavery in the French Caribbean colonies in 

1794. Acts prohibiting public meetings were passed in 1795.  However, when 

Napoleon proposed restoring slavery, abolitionists were able to portray their cause 

as the patriotic duty of resisting him. 

 

 With a new and sympathetic prime minister, Lord Grenville, a bill outlawing the 

participation of British ships in the slave trade was finally passed in 1807. Just 

twenty years after the formation of the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade, 

the ófirst mass-based political pressure movement in British historyô achieved 

success.79  
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Plan of the British Slave Ship Brookes, 1789.
80

 

 

It had been hoped that the end of trading in slaves would lead to the natural 

withering away of slavery itself, but that was not to prove the case. It took further 

public pressure, further exhortation by Thomas Clarkson, further local societies 

(this time with a largely female membership), and further slave rebellion before the 

Abolition of Slavery Bill in 1833 led to the emancipation of  British slaves the 

following year. Given the violence associated with slavery, planters were fearful of 

revenge, but their fears were unfounded.  
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Freed slaves made their way to celebrate freedom in parades, public 
meetings, but above all in crowded churches. It was a staggering turn of 
events [é] Although slavery had been ended in Haiti by the volcanic 
slave revolt in the 1790s and, although slavery in the United States was 
to end in the bloodshed of the Civil War, the British system ended 
peacefully. And both the slave trade and slavery itself had been ended 
by Acts of Parliament.

81
 

 

One estimate puts the number of black Londoners in 1770 as approximately 3% of 

the population.82 Aside from the struggle over slavery, how were Blacks regarded 

in everyday life in Georgian Britain? óIn eighteenth-century England, encounters 

with racial bigotry were occasional, and were the product of the prejudiced 

outbursts of individuals, rather than a consequence of institutionalized 

discrimination.ô83 Africans were depicted as noble savages by many writers, 

including Aphra Behn, Blake, Coleridge, Southey and Wordsworth. African kings 

sent their sons to be educated in Britain, and there were several Africans 

distinguished in their own right. Names frequently mentioned in this context include 

Ignatius Sancho, Ottobah Cugoano, and Olaudah Equiano. Sancho wrote poetry 

and plays, and composed songs and music for a number of instruments. He kept a 

shop which became óa meeting place for artists, musicians, writers, and 

politiciansô.84 Cuguano, a pious Christian, was also an author, publishing Thoughts 

and Sentiments in 1787. Equiano, also known as Gustavus Vassa, was óthe most 

important and one of the most widely published authors in the English-speaking 

world of the 18th centuryô.85 His autobiography, detailing his capture, life as a 

slave, purchase of his freedom and subsequent adventures as a sailor, appeared 

in 1789 and was influential in exposing slave conditions. Recently, it has been 

suggested that Equiano was actually born in South Carolina and so may have 

invented much of his early experience, but the work remains óa true classic of world 

literature, as well as a primary historical documentô.86 Equiano married an 

Englishwoman, as did Samuel Johnsonôs servant, Francis Barber. Barber was 

educated at Johnsonôs expense and was treated more like an equal. He inherited 

the residue of Johnsonôs estate.   

 

However, life was hard for the black poor, as it was for their white counterparts. 

Londonôs working people ósaw black people as fellow-victims of their own enemies, 

fellow-fighters against a system that degraded poor whites and poor blacks alikeô.87 

Runaways trained as domestics found themselves unable to find other 

employment. óFew had the artisan skills which would help them to gain entry to a 

profession, but even the skilled runaways had to face the obstacles laid down by 
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guilds and unions.ô88 Many American slaves, promised freedom in return for 

fighting for Britain in the American War of Independence, found themselves 

destitute. There was a scheme to resettle black poor in Sierra Leone, but it was 

beset by poor organisation, bad weather, and disease, and after four years, only 

sixty were left of the 374 who had arrived.89  

 

Some Blacks still found a place on the fringes of society. Black musicians were 

prominent in military bands. Others worked as actors, or boxers, or more 

disturbingly began to feature in fairs and freak shows. Amongst these latter were 

an albino óWhite Negro Womanô, a óSpotted Negro Boyô, and Saartjie Baartman, 

exhibited as óThe Hottentot Venusô. óThis unfortunate female was shewn as any 

beast, and as a bear led by a chain. Her keeper ordered her to place herself in any 

position he desired, and she was obliged to obey.ô90  

 

Despite widespread, successful opposition to slavery, there were ósigns of racial 

tension on a wider social levelô.91 The African presence was highly visible. Racial 

hatred was fuelled by general mistrust, by the fear of miscegenation, by the burden 

of destitute beggars on the parish, and by the propaganda of the pro-slavery lobby. 

In London, Blacks had begun to respond to their situation by forming communities 

of self-help: nevertheless, the English ówere distrustful when the Blacks kept to 

themselves and led a distinct community life, and yet were equally alarmed, for 

different reasons, when they saw them absorbed into white society.ô92 Although 

slavery had been ended, it left a legacy in that óthe ideas and values that 

underpinned that transformation of black humanity to the level of non-human 

survived long after slavery itself had vanished from memory.ô93 

 

2.3  1833-1900: Victorian Values? 

 

In the first years of the nineteenth century in London, black society had 
been vibrant and organic, even if depressed. Within the space of two 
generations it had ceased to exist. Black freedom in the colonies, the 
collapse of the sugar economy and the absorption of the predominantly 
male population, cumulatively led to the rapid disintegration of black 
society, and to the resultant view that black society had never existed in 
England.

94
 

 

After emancipation, the number of Blacks in Britain gradually decreased. At first 

planters, unable to import new labour after 1807, found their black servants too 

valuable in the West Indies to be brought to England. Also, as sugar production 
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declined so did the plantersô wealth. This was compounded mid-century by the end 

of protective duties on foreign sugar. óNegroes no longer had to escape from the 

islands to seek freedomô,  being able to make a living as squatters on the 

increasing number of abandoned plantations.95 Despite the warnings of those who 

had opposed the abolition of slavery, there was no influx of freed black slaves to 

prove a burden on the poor rates. Also, as society was changed by 

industrialisation, the old households were replaced by a more individualistic world. 

óThe paternal protection and close-knit circle of the aristocratic or wealthy 

household ceased to provide black residents with avenues for assimilation and 

advance.ô96 Instead, those Blacks already in England became more isolated, 

moving into the cities. Predominantly male, they married into the class most closely 

associated with them, and as their lighter-skinned descendants were less 

conspicuous, the black population was gradually absorbed: óThe grandchildren of 

such unions [é] no longer thought of themselves as constituting a distinct black 

community. They were part of the British poor.ô97 The result was that óby the mid-

century Englandôs once lively black minority had disintegrated.ô98 

 

The end of slavery, together with the rise of inter-racial communities,99 meant 

Blacks were no longer regarded as a special group.  óInstead, with the rise of 

radicalism, parallels were increasingly drawn between the situation of slaves in 

America and the poor in England. Within English society [George M. Reynolds] 

pointed to the suffering of factory operatives, needlewomen, and governesses, to 

the whipping of soldiers and sailors, to the separation of husband and wife in the 

workhouses, and to the need for landlordôs consent before agricultural labourers 

could marry.ô100 Some even regarded the pauper class as itself a race apart,101 one 

which was óa constant reminder to wealthier mid-Victorians that savagery, violence, 

and brutality still lurked in the lowest depths of the population.ô102 

 

By the 1850s and 1860s the humanitarian attitude of the emancipationists was 

changing. The economic difficulties of tropical colonies were blamed on the 

indolent nature of black labourers.103 Despite the existence of prominent Blacks 

such as Ira Aldridge104 and Mary Seacole105 there was in general less contact 

between Blacks and wealthy, literate opinion-formers. Abolitionists were an ageing 

group, and the new philanthropists, particularly non-conformists, viewed abolition 

as part of óa broader moral crusadeô which included ófree trade, temperance, peace, 
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parliamentary reform, foreign and home missions, anti-church establishment, and 

womenôs rights.ô106  A new upper middle class embraced the sons and grandsons 

of those who had made their money in manufacturing or trade. They began to be 

regarded as ógentlemenô, their origins forgotten. On the other hand, óphysical 

features identified even the most refined of black gentlemen with a savage heritage 

and a slave past.ô107 

With the change in mid-Victorian attitudes, the colour of a manôs skin 
rather than his social accomplishments began to weigh heavier in the 
English assessment of individual blacks [é] Once the assumption was 
made that blacks could only perform labouring tasks and never 
approach gentlemanly status, respectable Victorians simply applied to 
all men with black skins the same judgments, manner and bearing that 
they adopted toward all their social inferiors.

108
 

 

This attitude was reinforced by the new science of anthropology and the rise of 

scientific racism. In 1760 Linnaeus had categorised men into six types. The 

Anthropological Society was founded by James Hunt and the explorer Richard 

Burton in 1863 as a breakaway group from the more liberally-inclined Ethnological 

Society. The societyôs position can be judged by this extract from Huntôs paper, 

published in its second journal: óA comparison was drawn between the anatomical 

differences existing between the Negro and the ape on the one hand, and between 

the European and the Negro on the other [é] there appeared a nearer approach to 

the ape than was seen in the European.ô109 The society included in its members 

Governor Eyre of Jamaica. Eyre had brutally suppressed a rebellion in Jamaica in 

1865. In his presidential address the following year, Hunt declared (with no sense 

of irony) óSuch revolutions will occur wherever the Negro is placed in unnatural 

relations with Europeansô.110 He continued, demonstrating what he believed to be 

ónatural relationsô:  

Statesmen have yet to be taught the true practical value of race-
distinctions, and the absolute impossibility of applying the civilisation 
and laws of one race to another race of man essentially distinct [é] 
They may continue to plead that race-subordination forms no part of 
natureôs laws; but this will not alter the facts.

111
 

 

Eyre was supported by fellow members of the society, including John Ruskin, 

Charles Dickens, Matthew Arnold, Charles Kingsley, and Alfred, Lord Tennyson. 

On the other hand, opponents included Charles Darwin, J. S. Mill, Thomas Huxley, 

and Herbert Spencer. These men were dismissed by Carlyle as óNigger-

Philanthropists, barking furiously in the gutterô.112  

 

                                                
106

 Lorimer, Colour, Class and the Victorians, p. 115. 
107

 Ibid., p. 113. 
108

 Ibid., p. 60. 
109

 James Hunt, 'On the Negro's Place in Nature', Journal of the Anthropological Society of 
London, 2 (1864), xv-lvi, p. xv. 
110

 James Hunt, 'Address Delivered at the Third Anniversary Meeting of the Anthropological 
Society of London', Journal of the Anthropological Society of London, 4 (1866), pp. lix-lxxxi 
(p. lxxviii). 
111

 Ibid. 
112

 See Fryer, Staying Power, pp. 175-9, and Oxford Companion to Black British History, 
pp. 26-7. 



Trish Bater 080207052 
 

28 
 
Many famous Victorian thinkers, like Carlyle, supported the idea that the darker 

races were inferior to white Europeans, and that the English especially were a 

people chosen to rule over them. óIdeas of Teutonic destiny developed by 

philologists and German nationalists mingled with ideas of inherent white 

superiority developed by phrenologists and anthropologists to swamp common 

sense in a flood of racial arrogance.ô113 As Britain expanded her colonies 

throughout the century until she held sway in Canada, the West Indies, much of 

Africa, India, Australia, and other islands around the world, becoming the British 

Empire óon which the sun never setsô, the British came to regard themselves as 

trustees, taking up óthe white manôs burdenô for the good of lesser races.  

 

 

The British Empire in 1897.
114

 

 

Missionary societies, anxious to attract supporters, issued periodicals to publicise 

their work, but fell back upon stereotypes to attract their readership. 

The tendency to simplify and exaggerate racial characteristics appeared 
most clearly in childrenôs missionary literature. Sunday School children 
read juvenile versions of missionary journals, and in their formative 
years gained ideas and attitudes which helped to form the more rigid 
racial attitudes of the later century.

115
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These stereotypes, of natives as black, naked and sinful, were further reinforced by 

the experiences of explorers and missionaries in the new colonies, which in turn 

fed into the new genre of exotic adventure stories. Cheap magazines featured 

stories of óslave life in the American South and the Caribbean, as well as the 

customary tales of African safaris and cowboy-and-Indian thrillersô.116 Popular 

fiction included novels by authors such as R.M. Ballantyne, Robert Louis 

Stevenson, and H. Rider Haggard.  

 

A different set of stereotypes, but one which was to prove long-lasting was 

provided by Harriet Beecher-Stoweôs anti-slavery book Uncle Tomôs Cabin. This 

rapidly became a best-seller, second only to the Bible. óThe extraordinary 

enthusiasm for Uncle Tom could not be satisfied by simple reading of the novel.ô117  

Wallpaper, mementos, ornaments, curios, dolls, songbooks, were manufactured,118 

and many plays followed which used the same, or similar, characters.  

However, it [Uncle Tomôs Cabin] was no longer seen as a moral assault 
on slavery; instead it was a stock melodrama with villains in black 
capes, breathtaking pursuit and rescue, innocent maidens in distress, 
and all the rest. Indeed, producers began to add new characters, 
situations, and devices to increase the melodramatic qualities of the 
play.

119
 

 

Thus, although drawn sympathetically and with the best intentions, Beecher-

Stoweôs characters became consolidated as stereotypes which were to linger well 

into the twentieth century in cinema and cartoon. This will be explored more fully in 

the following chapter. 

 

All these representations fed prevailing feelings about Blacks. óWhenever the 

Victorians considered the position of blacks, they could conjure up an image of a 

patient, suffering slave, a comic minstrel, or a cruel, lustful savage to fit the 

particular situation.ô120 This mind-set fed into the more overt racism of the twentieth 

century. 

 

2.4  1900-1945: War and Peace 

 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries seamen formed the largest 

occupational group amongst Blacks. Many of them were in Cardiff, where they took 

advantage of the large market for casual labour needed to man the tramp steamers 

carrying coal. Liverpool too had a long-established community of black seamen. 

White seamen and dockers refused to work alongside them, and they found it hard 

to get work. The Colonial Office financed repatriation schemes, but some West 

Indian islands refused to let men back in. óConsequently bands of Negroes in 
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England were suspended in a state of limbo. Desperate black sailors tramped the 

length of the country seeking work.ô121 This changed with the outbreak of the First 

World War. The war was ówidely seen as an opportunity for Imperial subjects to 

support the Empire with the expectation of post-war political, economic, and social 

progress.ô122 Blacks were welcomed as seamen, as labourers in munitions 

factories, and in the forces, but not as equals. The War Office actively resisted the 

integration of black troops into existing regiments. Instead, the British West Indies 

Regiment was formed to accommodate colonial volunteers and, as seen below, 

some Black British:  

Francis, a coloured man who worked in the shipyard at Liverpool, 
volunteered under the Derby Scheme and, because "great difficulty was 
found in posting men of colour to ordinary British units", he was posted 
to the B.W.I.R., which had been set up expressly to cater for his and 
similar cases. Upon his being invalided out after the loss of an arm, he 
was granted a pension considerably lower than that to which he would 
have been entitled had he been assigned to an ordinary British line 
regiment.

123
  

 

The regiment's battalions saw service in East Africa, Egypt, Palestine, 
Jordan, France and Italy. Two battalions were involved in fighting 
against the Turks in Palestine and Jordan in 1918, but the War Office 
considered that colonial troops could not fight against Europeans. 
Consequently the remaining battalions were employed as "native 
labour" battalions - carrying ammunition, digging trenches and gun 
emplacements in France (often under heavy German bombardment).

124
  

 

Many of the wounded were treated in hospitals in Britain, and after the war many 

soldiers were demobilised there, with the result that at the end of the war there 

were about 20,000 black people in Britain.125  

 

The experiences and treatment of Blacks during the war led to increasing 

opposition to colonialism and the radicalisation of many. One such man was John 

Richard Archer, who in 1918 declared in his inaugural speech as President of the 

African Progress Union: 

The people in this country are sadly ignorant with reference to the 
darker races, and our object is to show to them that we have given up 
the idea of becoming hewers of wood and drawers of water, that we 
claim our rightful place within this Empire. That if we are good enough to 
be brought to fight the wars of the country we are good enough to 
receive the benefits of the country.

126
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In fact the benefits of the country continued to be denied. Despite heavy losses 

during the war, óthe war-time boom for black labour fizzled out as quickly as it had 

begunô.127  

 

In 1919, óthe social and racial tensions which had long simmered below the surface 

erupted into the open under the pressure of economic unrestô,128 leading to race 

riots in Glasgow, London, Liverpool, Hull, Manchester, and the Welsh ports of 

Cardiff, Barry, and Newton. Although unemployment was a key factor in these 

troubles, miscegenation was again not far below the surface and comments were 

once more made about relationships between black men and white women. óTo 

almost every white man and woman who has lived a life among coloured races, 

intimate association between black or coloured men and white women is a thing of 

horroréIt is an instinctive certainty that sexual relations between white women and 

coloured men revolt our very nature.ô129 The situation had been exacerbated by the 

absence of black women in Britain, meaning black men again looked to white 

women for their partners. 

 

During the riots ófive people (two black and three white) were killed, dozens more 

were injured, and hundreds arrestedô over eight months of rioting.130 óThe police 

forces of nine large towns and cities were kept occupied for weeks with the riots 

and their fallout.ô131 Nor was treatment of the rioters even-handed. óAll neutral 

observers agreed that the black community was on the defensive and yet its 

members, in trying to defend themselves, were arrested and prosecuted for their 

attempts at self-defence, while all but a handful of their white aggressors went 

unchallenged.ô132 The riots of 1919 were ósome of the most serious and sustained 

incidents of public disorder in 20th-century Britainô,133 yet four years later óthey had 

been expunged from white memories.ô134 

 

In the 1920s and 1930s a generation of black British children grew up whose 

fathers, faced with ódiscrimination on the part of management, unions, local 

authorities and even the government and oppositionô135 were unable to find work.  

óSince most of these obstacles to black equality were hidden from white society, it 

was widely believed [é] that such discrimination did not exist.ô136 So extreme was 

this discrimination in Cardiff that in 1925 police required all ócolouredô seamen to 

register, and classed as aliens all those black British who could not prove 

citizenship. In 1935 the League of Coloured Peoples discovered óthat the zealous 

Cardiff force had registered all local ñcolouredsò as aliens.ô137 Nineteen of these 
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men had lived in Britain for more than ten years, three of them for thirty years or 

more.138 

 

However, there were also black intellectuals in Britain, a ógroup which was to 

exercise a political influence out of all proportion to its numbers in the years after 

1945ô.139 Africans still came to Britain for education, and different associations of 

students from different areas were formed.  Most influential of these groups was 

the West African Studentsô Union, formed in 1925 by óstudents who afterwards 

became famous in West Africa as judges, magistrates, barristers and politicians.ô140 

One of these was Yoruba law student Solanke, who had been óoutraged at the 

wholly degrading way in which Africans were presented as curiositiesô141 at the 

British Empire Exhibition in 1924. óFor the next quarter of a century [WASU] 

provided a social and political centre for its members, articulating their criticisms of 

British colonial rule and the discrimination they suffered in Britain, and reflecting 

their aspirations for West Africaôs future.ô142  

 

Another society, the League of Coloured Peoples, was formed in 1931 by Dr 

Harold Moody, who had come to London in 1904 to study medicine. Shocked by 

the colour bar in Edwardian England, he used his contacts óto give practical help to 

the stream of black people who came to him in distressô.143 A humanitarian 

organisation, the League was criticised by more radical groups, but was influential 

in own way. It was instrumental in the Colonial Office agreeing to army 

commissions for British and colonial subjects of non-European descent during the 

Second World War. Another example of Moodyôs influence was reported in 1940. 

Moody had challenged the BBC after an announcer had used the word óniggerô, 

prompting an apology.144  

 

The more radical leaders, Pan-Africanists who worked for an end to colonialism, 

included C. L. R. James, a socialist theorist from Trinidad, friend of Learie 

Constantine, communist, prolific author, creator of a play about Toussaint 

L'Ouverture145 (which was staged in the West End in 1936 and starred Paul 

Robeson), and cricketer, óa man whose stature simply bursts any category a writer 

tries to squeeze him into,ô146 who spent just six and a half years in Britain, from 

1932-1938.  His friends and colleagues included George Padmore, a left-wing 

journalist who settled in London in 1935, Kwame Nkrumah (later leader of Ghana), 

Jomo Kenyatta (President of Kenya 1964ï1978), fundraiser Ras Makonnen, (who 

owned a chain of restaurants in Manchester and was later to be influential in the 

Pan-African Congress held there in 1945), and I. T. A. Wallace-Johnson. Britain 

had óa Pan-Africanist centre linked by a thousand threads to the anti-imperialist 
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mass movement in Africa and the West Indiesô.147 These men were influential in 

the International African Service Bureau, formed in 1937, which itself joined with 

other black associations in 1944 to form the Pan-African Federation. 

 

The outbreak of the Second World War again led to an influx of Blacks to aid the 

war effort, in industry as well as the forces (this time black commissions were 

allowed). However, the arrival of the US Army in 1942, along with its segregationist 

regulations, exposed difficulties regarding feelings towards black Britons.  óOn the 

one hand, there were many British people who did not and would not accept the 

American view; on the other hand, the British Government did not want to offend its 

ally.ô148 English servicemen and women, civilians, and West Indian troops were 

discouraged from mixing, and were all affected by American attitudes. A black 

official from the Colonial Office was barred from his usual restaurant because 

American officers ate there.149 A black British woman who volunteered for the 

Womenôs Land Army was rejected because of her colour. And the cricketer Learie 

Constantine, captaining the West Indies at a Lordôs test, was refused pre-booked 

accommodation at a London hotel, for which he brought a successful action for 

breach of contract.  óIncreasingly, despite the loyal commitment of black troops and 

the wartime rhetoric of a united Empire, black Britons continued to be regarded as 

third-class citizens, denied access to both opportunities and services.ô150  

 

After the war, this was no longer to be tolerated. óThe Pan-Africanism of 1945 no 

longer asked modestly for some form of recognition or for favours from on high: it 

demanded political and social rights.ô151 Twenty weeks after  VE day, óthe most 

important and influential of all the Pan-African congressesô152 was held in 

Manchester, with delegates representing West, East, and South Africa, the West 

Indies, trades unions and political parties as well as black British organisations. 

The resolutions passed included the demand that ódiscrimination on account of 

race, creed or colour be made a criminal offence by lawô, an affirmation of óthe right 

of all colonial peoples to control their own destiny [é] free from foreign imperialist 

control, whether political or economicô, and the warning that óif the Western world is 

still determined to rule mankind by force, then Africans, as a last resort, may have 

to appeal to force in the effort to achieve freedom, even if force destroys them and 

the worldô.153 This was to anticipate the agenda for future generations of black 

people in Britain, who were to witness possibly the greatest changes in status 

since emancipation. 
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2.5  1945-1970: The Mother Country? 

 

In spite of facing discrimination during their service, many former Black Caribbean 

servicemen and women and civilian war workers returned to settle in Britain during 

the era of mass immigration in the late 1940s and early 1950s.154 The Nationality 

Act of 1948 granted British passports and the right to settle in Britain to all citizens 

of British colonies and former colonies. On June 22, 1948, the troopship SS Empire 

Windrush, returning from Australia via the West Indies, docked at Tilbury, bringing 

492 Jamaican and Trinidadian immigrants who had taken advantage of a cheap 

passage (£28 10s) to the UK.  

We were going to England. Despite the aftermath of slavery, there was 
still a respect for England and a sense of belonging. We knew that in 
England, you could continue education while you worked, you could go 
to evening school. But England was also the home of the slave masters, 
and we retained a general distrust of the white man. However, England 
was the nearest thing we had to a mother country; we saw in it some 
aspect of hope.

155
 

 

The arrival of the Empire Windrush, and the image of the passengers filing off the 

gangplank, has become an important landmark in modern Britain, generally taken 

as symbolising the start of mass migration from the Caribbean and the beginning of 

modern multicultural relations in British society.  

 

Most of the immigrants were young, skilled workers who quickly found work due to 

a labour shortage. However, accommodation was at first in short supply, and many 

were housed temporarily in an old air-raid shelter at Clapham South, near Brixton, 

which was to become one of the first black communities in London.  

When we arrived in England we were well received. There had been a 
war and there was a tremendous drive to rebuild the country and clear 
up the mess, so there was no trouble in finding work. We frequently 
encountered fairness and humanitarianism among the English. But we 
would also encounter racism and prejudice, the difficulty of finding 
lodging, the difficulty of being seen as an ordinary decent young man, 
just because you had a black skin. To be a black person in the British 
way of life has sometimes been a wearying experience; coping with 
white peopleôs inward dread of a black face is a daily business.

156
 

 

One facet of that ówearying experienceô was demonstrated only weeks after the 

Windrush docked. There was an historic community of black seamen and dock 

workers in Liverpool, which had swelled to 8,000 during the war. The National 

Union of Seamen was determined to keep black seamen off British ships, and it 

was against this background that violence broke out in August 1948. The 

behaviour of the police during this period was, to say the least, unrestrained: 
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Passengers disembarking from the SS Empire Windrush.
157

 

 

About 60 blacks and about 10 whites were arrested ð and most of the 
latter were subsequently acquitted. Police raided a seamenôs hostel and 
a dance-hall, and attacked the black people they found there. Black 
people were even beaten in their own homes. The police raided a club 
used by black seamen, batoning many on the head and forcing those 
they hauled out to run the gauntlet between two lines of police, who 
kicked their victims as well as belabouring them with truncheons.

158
 

 

This episode signifies the poor state of relations between police and the black 

community which was to continue for the rest of the twentieth century and beyond. 

 

Many West Indians had chosen to migrate to the USA, but in 1952 entry there was 

restricted, leading to an increase in immigration to Britain. óBefore the 1952 Act, 

immigration to Britain from the Caribbean was measured annually in the high 

hundreds. By 1953 it had reached 2,200, jumping to 10,000 the following year and 

reaching 27,550 in 1955.ô159 But the British welcome was far from wholehearted. 

óAlthough most had had no occasion to act out their prejudice, and many would 
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have denied it, there can be no question that a racist climate obtained in the United 

Kingdom before the postwar wave of colored immigration.ô160 The arrival of 

increasing numbers exacerbated that latent hostility.  

Mass migration allowed West Indians and whites to interact in a less 
circumscribed and artificial manner than had been the case either in 
wartime or the colonial Caribbean. Here, for the first time, West Indian 
men were exposed on a daily basis to what whites thought of them [é] 
The result was conflict.

161
 

 

Arriving with unrealistic expectations, immigrants found themselves placed in 

menial jobs below their abilities, discriminated against in finding accommodation, at 

once accused of stealing jobs and óspongingô off the state; unsurprisingly, óduring 

the 1950s relations between Blacks and Whites were distinctly uneasyô.162 

 

Resentment and enmity broke out into violence in August 1958, with órace riotsô 

taking place firstly in Nottingham then, more seriously, in Notting Hill. Far-right 

organizers Oswald Mosley and Colin Jordan were active in the area, but it was 

groups of óteddy boysô who carried out the attacks. óOver a wide area, gangs of 

white teenagers armed with iron bars, sticks, and knives went, as they put it, 

ñnigger-huntingò.ô163 In London rioting continued day and night, with petrol bombs 

being thrown into houses where black people lived. Stimulated by sensationalist 

newspaper reports, sightseers and others flocked to the borough. Although most 

Blacks obeyed the police and stayed indoors, some militants organised to defend 

themselves, in turn attacking óa local fascist headquarters and a club where white 

men were known to be planning racist attacksô.164 Events peaked at the beginning 

of September, and then gradually returned to ówhat passed as a ñnormalò incidence 

of racist violenceô.165  

 

The consequences of the rioting were wide-ranging. The British public was 

shocked out of its complacency; Blacks began to form community organizations 

and forge a distinct black political identity; the Notting Hill Carnival was initiated; 

and politicians of all parties began to call for restrictions on immigration. In 1962, 

an Act was passed restricting entry to those holding work permits and, crucially, 

dependents of existing immigrants. Not only did this lead to thousands arriving in 

Britain before the act took effect - óBetween the beginning of 1961 and the middle 

of 1962 [é] 98,000 people migrated to Britain from the West Indiesô166 - but it also 

led to a change in the social dynamics of the immigrant community. Whereas 

previous arrivals had been predominantly young males, many intending to stay 

only temporarily, now óongoing debates about the number of non-white immigrants 
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and immigration controls forced migrants to bring over their wives and children 

before losing their right of entryô,167 turning a transient, working population into a 

settled, domestic one. Patrick Gordon Walker, Labour MP for Smethwick, opposed 

the 1962 Immigration Act, but this proved unpopular with his constituents. Although 

a Labour government was elected in 1964, Gordon Walker lost his seat after a 

racist campaign by his opponents. óThe Tory candidate, Peter Griffiths, refused to 

condemn the slogan ñIf you want a nigger neighbour, vote Labourò and called for a 

complete ban on coloured immigration. This was the first major eruption of racism 

in modern British politics, and many considered the election result to be a major 

national scandal.ô168 

 

Following a visit to London by Martin Luther King, black organizations came 

together to form the Campaign Against Racial Discrimination, with the aims of 

eliminating racial discrimination and opposing the racist immigration laws. A more 

militant Black organization, the Racial Adjustment Action Society (RAAS) was 

founded by Michael X in 1965. Whilst both organizations drew widespread support 

and reflected the more militant mood in the Black community, RAAS took a more 

radical position whereas CARD was a mixture of radicalism and liberalism.  

 

Whites and Blacks held different cultural expectations and perceptions in 

employment, family life, sexual relations, and ideas of citizenship.169 Writers in the 

new subject of óRace Relationsô studied migrant communities, óoften focus[ing] on 

the behaviour of the ñstranger,ò studying the manners of the ñdark strangerò and 

mapping them against those of their white counterpartsô, with the effect that  

ówhiteness was equated with a number of ñcivilizedò virtues, against which Blacks 

were measured and found wantingô.170 An Americanôs account of the opinion of 

many Britons in the 1960s was provided by Claiborne in 1973: 

In an important sense, the colored in Britain today are intruding 
foreigners, so viewed by their hosts and, in the end, by themselves. 
And, because of their color, they are not only immediately identifiable as 
aliens, but also as immigrants from recently emancipated colonies. This 
very much complicates the British race-relations picture. Among other 
things, it raises issues that cannot seriously arise in Americaðwhere 
blacks are bona fide natives. What have they come for? Only to take 
and give nothing in return? For how long? If they want to be treated like 
Englishmen, why shouldnôt they be expected to shed their foreign ways? 
Why must we welcome this disagreeableðor simply unfamiliarðhorde? 
Why not close the gates to further entry? Why not encourage them to 
return whence they came?

171
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Against this background, the Labour government tightened immigration controls 

still further. On the other hand, a Race Relations Act was published in 1965, 

forbidding discrimination in public places on the grounds of colour, race, or ethnic 

or national origins, but even at the time it was criticised as being too limited, since 

employers, local authorities, private boarding houses and shops were all excluded. 

A Race Relations Board was also set up to monitor complaints, but óthe philosophy 

of the law was to resolve claims of discrimination [é] by amicable persuasion, not 

coercion.ô172 

 

Meanwhile, immigration, and by implication race relations, continued to be the 

subject of heated discussion. óThe percentage of Britons favoring unlimited entry 

for ñnew Commonwealthò workers declined from 37 per cent in 1956 to 10 per cent 

in 1964 and to 1 percent in 1968.ô173 Amendments to strengthen the Race 

Relations Act were being debated when on 20 April 1968 Enoch Powell, 

Conservative MP for Wolverhampton South-west, who as minister had himself 

encouraged Commonwealth subjects to come to work in the National Health 

Service, gave a speech decrying immigration and anti-discrimination legislation in 

the United Kingdom. He recounted the story of an elderly constituent afraid to 

leave her own home as evidence that Britain's white population was being 

marginalised, and his use of the phrase óI seem to see "the River Tiber foaming 

with much blood" ô led to the speech subsequently being referred to as the 'Rivers 

of Blood' speech.174 Powell ówas clearly speaking a popular view. He no doubt 

influenced the public mood. But ñPowellismò was a very strong movement only 

because it revealed the existing feelings of a very substantial part of the British 

population.ô175 However, Powellôs stance was decried by an equally substantial 

number of people. It was also contrary to party policy, and he was sacked from the 

Shadow Cabinet.   

 

All this was played out at a time when the British public, through the now 

widespread medium of television, was becoming aware of the position of Blacks 

elsewhere in the world: of the American civil rights movement, and of apartheid in 

South Africa. While many congratulated themselves that the situation in Britain was 

not so extreme, others began to question Britainôs treatment of her own black 

population. As well as images of conflict, television brought more positive images 

of Blacks, albeit in the traditionally stereotypical fields of sport and entertainment. 

Learie Constantine, cricketer and activist for racial equality, was knighted in 1962. 

In 1964 Cassius Clay (who later took the name Muhammad Ali) became a popular 

boxing champion, and American athletes Tommie Smith and John Carlos famously 

performed the Black Power salute at the 1968 Olympics. The Beatles, the Rolling 

Stones and similar British pop groups dominating world music had been strongly 

influenced by Black American music, and black artists themselves achieved fame, 
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the óMotownô sound being especially popular. African-American Jimi Hendrix was 

himself to influence a generation of guitarists. 

 

Thus Britain in the 1950s and 1960s was a nation of divided opinions. Powellôs 

speech, coming only days after the assassination of Martin Luther King, acted to 

further galvanise opposition to óracialismô, as it was then called, and advanced the 

emerging radicalisation of the black community. 

 

2.6  1970-1990: Black Resistance 

 

By the mid-1970s two out of every five black people in Britain had been born 

here.176 Claiborne wrote in 1973 of 

éthe growing impatience of the colored community with its 
predicament. Whereas the original immigrants [é] were inclined to be 
grateful for the relative improvement in their circumstances and willing 
to suffer some discrimination silently, the second generation is not so 
easily satisfied. Younger and native-born, these people see 
discrimination more quicklyðoften where there is noneðand accept it 
less philosophically.

177
  

 

Despite the complacent beliefs of many white Britons, discrimination continued in 

employment, housing, education, and, particularly, in dealings with the police.  

In 1972 a select parliamentary committee on relations between black 
people and the police was surprised to receive from the West Indian 
Standing Conference a memorandum that sought to expose what was 
going on and to warn of the consequences if police racism were allowed 
to go unchecked [é] Hardly anybody outside the black communities 
was prepared to listen, let alone believe.

178
 

 

Marginalised from mainstream society as ósecond-generation immigrantsô, 

disadvantaged socially and educationally (black children were more likely to be 

classed as óremedialô or ómaladjustedô), unable to find employment, frequently the 

target of police action, many alienated Black youths looked to their cultural roots for 

a sense of identity, following Bob Marley in turning to Rastafari, and through music, 

dress, and language openly rejecting the British society they felt had rejected them. 

This in turn caused further conflict with the police: the use of marijuana, an illegal 

drug, is central to Rastafari. óThe failure of the police force to protect black people 

from racist attacks, combined with what many regarded as excessive police 

harassment and brutality, was a key source of tension throughout the 1970s.ô179 

 

The Notting Hill Carnival became one focus of that tension. It had begun following 

the riots of 1958, and moved onto the streets in the 1960s. By 1975 the event had 

a distinctly Caribbean flavour, and the introduction of sound systems attracted 

many more young people to the event. Minor skirmishes that year meant the police 
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presence was increased in 1976 to over 1,500 officers. When some attempted to 

arrest a pickpocket óCrowds of carnival-goers went to his aid, and within minutes 

one of the most serious disturbances of the 1970s had eruptedô.180 Over a hundred 

police and sixty carnival-goers were injured, but although sixty-six people were 

arrested only two were later convicted. Professor Chris Mullard, long-term activist 

and current chairman of London Notting Hill Carnival Ltd, reflected in 2006: óIt 

became very difficult. Carnival was always seen by the state and the establishment 

as something that they wanted to stop, because they saw it for what it was - a form 

of cultural resistance.ô181 

 

Meanwhile, agitation by far-right factions continued. The National Front had been 

formed in 1967 holding the ófundamental principles: that Britain and the British 

people have a right to determine their own future; that multi-racialism and mass 

immigration was a tragic mistake; that patriotism is laudable and that Capitalism, 

Communism and Internationalism take power away from the individual.ô182 

Although the party did particularly well in local elections, and even came third in 

three parliamentary by-elections, it never won mainstream support and was 

vigorously opposed by left-wing organizations such as the Anti-Nazi League183 and 

Rock Against Racism, as well as by more moderate groups. In 1976 the TUC 

Congress óput forward a clear denunciation of racialism and the racist activities of 

the National Front and the National Partyô184 which was carried unanimously. One 

feature of the opposition to the National Front was that Blacks and Whites stood 

side-by-side in what they considered a moral matter.  

  

 In 1977 Lewisham was chosen for a National Front march. The atmosphere in the 

area was already uneasy, as police had raided houses and arrested several black 

youths on suspicion of street crime. A demonstration in their support had been 

attacked by NF supporters. As opposition groups decided on their tactics, calls for 

the NF march to be banned were refused. On 13 August a peaceful protest march 

in the morning was followed by violent clashes as police escorted National Front 

marchers through the streets in the afternoon.  

When we got there, the area was already heaving with anti-fascists and 
local young Black people. It may look a bit invidious to make the last 
distinction. But it is important. Though the 'professional' anti-fascists 
tried to claim the local youth as their supporters, as it were, the truth of 
the matter was that these Black youths - mostly male - would never 
have stood for having white racists on their patch in any event, and they 
hated the police. Now there were 5,000 of them on their doorstep. And 
they weren't in cars, but on the streets. The reaction was to be 
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something similar to what had happened in Notting Hill at the carnival a 
year before.

185
 

 

Under attack, police used riot shields for the first time on the English mainland. 

óThe most frightening thing on that Saturday was not the NF, but a police force 

completely out of control. That level of violence was unknown outside Northern 

Ireland.ô186  

 

Two years later, a similar situation led to the death of Blair Peach, activist and 

teacher. In a demonstration against a National Front St. Georgeôs Day election 

meeting in Southall (the heart of the Indian community), óPeach was hit by officers 

from the Metropolitan Policeôs Special Patrol Group as he was attempting to 

escape the troubled scene.ô187 He died the following day. In connection with a 

different but related incident, óJack Dromey a full-time official of the Transport and 

General Workers' Union, told a later inquiry, ñI have never seen such unrestrained 

violence against demonstrators...The Special Patrol Group were just running 

wildò.ô188 

In the days that followed, it slowly became clear that the police had 
gone too far. It became clear that the vast majority of Southall residents 
felt a great sympathy for Blair Peach, the man who had died for them. 
The Metropolitan Police's victory crumbled. The murder of Blair Peach 
became a symbol of the unjustified use of police violence. Fifteen 
thousand people marched the following Saturday, in honour of Blair 
Peach.

189
 

 

Ten days after Southall, Margaret Thatcher led the Tories to victory in a general 

election, marking a change in government which would persist for eighteen years 

until the Labour victory of 1997. Whilst attacks on Blacks did not diminish, 

harassment of Blacks by the police under the new government continued. The 

introduction of the ósusô law (a law which allowed police to stop, search and even 

arrest anyone they chose, purely on the basis of suspicion) was especially 

resented. óAfro-Caribbeans accounted for 44% of arrests under SUS while they 

made up only 6% of the London population. In some boroughs such as Lambeth, 

77% of arrests for SUS were Black people.ô190 Use of this law further embittered 

relations between black communities and police for many years. 

 

Further incidents did nothing to engender trust. In January 1981 thirteen black 

youths attending a birthday party died in a house fire in New Cross Road, South 

London. Suspicions that the fire had been started deliberately were quickly rejected 

by the police, and the community was outraged by the dismissive attitude of the 

police and press. A óBlack People's Day of Actionô was organised, which ómobilized 
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20,000 black people to march through the streets of London to Downing Street, 

where they presented a petition demanding a full and proper investigation into the 

fireô.191 The subsequent inquest brought an open verdict. 

 

Brixton óhad become one of the largest and most important sites of Caribbean 

settlement in the United Kingdomô, but by the late 1970s ówas synonymous with 

urban decline and deprivation, sub-standard housing stock, few social amenities, 

high levels of unemploymentðespecially among young black peopleðand one of 

the highest crime rates in Londonô.192 In response to an increase in street robbery, 

police in Brixton began a plainclothes operation, óOperation Swamp 81ô in April 

1981. The local community had not been consulted. Using the ósusô law, over five 

days almost a thousand black youths were stopped and searched. When police 

approached to help a youth who had been stabbed, it was thought he was being 

arrested, and he was hustled away by a crowd of black youths. In the subsequent 

disturbance, six policemen were injured. óIn the meantime, false rumours spread 

that the police officers had refused to help the injured young man, that they had 

tried to prevent him from being taken for treatment, and even that they had inflicted 

his injuries themselves.ô193 Crucially, Operation Swamp was continued with an 

even heavier police presence, and when police stopped and searched a minicab 

driver the following day violence again broke out. óWhen the riots were finally 

quelled, after three days in which police struggled to maintain authority on the 

streets, hundreds of people had been injured and millions of poundsô worth of 

damage to property caused.ô194 Similar riots took place that summer in Handsworth 

(Birmingham), Southall (West London), Toxteth (Liverpool), and Moss Side 

(Manchester), with smaller disturbances in other cities including Leeds, Leicester, 

Bristol, and Edinburgh. 

 

Lord Scarman was commissioned to investigate the causes of the Brixton riots. His 

report found that the disturbances were a spontaneous reaction to perceived police 

harassment, caused by breakdown in confidence between the police and the 

coloured community against a background of urban deprivation and racial 

disadvantage. He recommended more ethnic minorities should be recruited into 

the police force, changes made in training and law enforcement, and action taken 

to eradicate racial disadvantage. óIt explicitly advised the government to tackle 

inner-city problems, with particular attention to the areas of housing, education, 

and employment, and to create ethnic-minority opportunities in all sectors.ô195 

 

Improvements were far from immediate. On 28 September 1985, during an armed 

police raid on a house in Brixton, the mother of the suspect was accidentally shot 

and seriously injured. The following week Cynthia Jarrett, who had a weak heart, 

died during a police search of her home on the Broadwater Farm estate, 

Tottenham. This triggered further rioting during which PC Keith Blakelock was 

hacked to death. Although three youths were convicted of his murder in 1987, the  
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Brixton, April 1981.
196

 

 

conviction was overturned on appeal in 1991, and the killers have never been 

identified. 

 

However, more positive role models were becoming available as throughout the 

1970s and 1980s Blacks were seen in increasingly public positions. The first black 

head teacher had been appointed in London in 1968; Trevor McDonald joined the 

ITN news team in 1973; Lenny Henry made his TV debut in 1975; the first black 

British footballer to play for England appeared in 1978; decathlete Daley 

Thompson was successful in competitions at every international level from 1978 to 

1986; Moira Anderson became the first black woman newsreader in 1981; Bernie 

Grant and Diane Abbott became MPs in 1987; Naomi Campbell appeared on the 

cover of Vogue magazine in 1987; and in 1989 Hackney appointed the first black 

director of a local authority. On the other hand, many took their image of black 

culture from the 1970s óBlaxploitationô films such as Shaft. These films, whilst 

targeting an urban black audience, merely entrenched stereotypes with their 

óoutrageous gallery of hunky pimps and pushers, knockout whores, and corrupt 

cops snorting, shooting, and screwing everything in sight [é] colorful ghetto garb, 

lurid, approving drug and sex scenes, extreme (if often cartoonlike) violence, 

classic soulful scores (Curtis Mayfield, Willie Hutch, Isaac Hayes), and touches of 
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black nationalismô.197 These had at least an equal effect, particularly influencing the 

style of the rap and hip-hop artists who began to emerge in the 1980s. 

 

2.7  1990 - present: Sea-change 

 

The 1990s may come to be viewed as a watershed in Black British history. The 

decade began with the release of Nelson Mandela (leading to an end to apartheid 

in South Africa and his election as President), and ended with publication of the 

MacPherson Report, which ówent further than any previous inquiry into race 

relations in the United Kingdomô.198 The death of Stephen Lawrence and the 

subsequent police investigation which ultimately led to the MacPherson Inquiry 

was to stimulate a national debate on racism in British society and eventually mark 

a change in underlying attitudes towards Blacks in Britain. 

 

Stephen Lawrence was an 18-year-old A-level student preparing for a career as an 

architect. He and a friend, Duwayne Brooks, were waiting for a bus when they 

were attacked by a group of white youths, and Lawrence was fatally stabbed. It 

was the third time in two years a racist stabbing had occurred in south-east London 

and within hours five suspects from a known racist gang were named to the police. 

Nevertheless, police did not follow up the information and the suspects were not 

arrested until weeks later. The two identified by Brooks were brought to court but 

the case was dropped for lack of evidence. Police were also criticised for their 

attitude during the investigation.  The Lawrence family refused to accept the 

situation and continued campaigning, launching a private prosecution in 1994 

(which also collapsed two years later). However, at the inquest in February 1997 

the verdict was that Lawrence had been unlawfully killed, the jury indicating that 

they wished to say it was óin a completely unprovoked racist attack by five white 

youthsô. 199 

 

The media were broadly sympathetic to the Lawrence family. The Daily Mail 

famously printed pictures of the five suspects under the headline óMurderersô and 

challenged them to sue for libel, an option which has never yet been taken up. A 

change of government when New Labour won the election in May 1997 ensured a 

more sympathetic reception in Westminster, and in July Home Secretary Jack 

Straw ordered an enquiry into ómatters arising from the death of Stephen 

Lawrence, in order particularly to identify the lessons to be learned for the 

investigation and prosecution of racially motivated crimesô.200 
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Sir William MacPherson was appointed to lead the inquiry. He was advised by 

others, including John Sentamu (then Bishop of Stepney but later to become the 

first black Archbishop of York). A comprehensive report was published on 24 

February 1999. In it MacPherson óset out in distressing detail the collective and 

individual failure of the Metropolitan Police Service and its officers to investigate 

the murder thoroughly and to treat the victimôs family with the due degree of 

sensitivity and respectô.201  It was unremitting in tone: 

We believe that the immediate impact of the Inquiry, as it developed, 
has brought forcibly before the public the justifiable complaints of Mr & 
Mrs Lawrence, and the hitherto underplayed dissatisfaction and 
unhappiness of minority ethnic communities, both locally and all over 
the country, in connection with this and other cases, as to their 
treatment by police. 

202
 

 

Given the central nature of the issue we feel that it is important at once 
to state our conclusion that institutional racism, within the terms of its 
description set out in Paragraph 6.34 above, exists both in the 
Metropolitan Police Service and in other Police Services and other 
institutions countrywide.

203
 

 

The very existence of a sub-culture of obsessive violence, fuelled by 
racist prejudice and hatred against black people, such as is exemplified 
in the 1994 video films of the five prime suspects is a condemnation of 
them and also of our society [é] A high priority must be for society to 
purge itself of such racist prejudice and violence which infected those 
who committed this crime for no other reason than that Stephen 
Lawrence was black.

204
 

 

The Report made over seventy wide-ranging recommendations. The government 

accepted these, together with its definition of institutional racism:   

The collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and 
professional service to people because of their colour, culture or ethnic 
origin. It can be seen or detected in processes, attitudes and behaviour 
which amount to discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, 
thoughtlessness and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority 
ethnic people.

205
 

 

Much has been made of the influence of the Lawrence family and friends in this 

episode, not merely in their pursuit of justice, but in their status and demeanour. 

Their image  

shifted the visual volatile/dangerous framing of the black body which 
was so ubiquitously deployed in 1981 and has remained a regular 
feature of media representations of racialised bodies [é] Black bodies 
in February 1999 were inscribed with dignity, courage, restraint and 
perhaps most significantly lawfulness, and it was white bodies - the five 
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suspects and the named police officers - that signified lawlessness, 
danger and incompetence.

206
 

 

Whilst sympathetic to the Lawrences, media coverage has also been seen as an 

attempt to deny that racism is endemic in wider society: 

In highlighting the treatment of the Lawrence family, the Mail was 
drawing a boundary between ordinary, decent Britonsðwhite and 
blackðand the racist ósavagesô from south London who killed Stephen 
Lawrence. The pathologization of the five suspects and the area of 
Eltham has enabled both the Mail and the Telegraph, and indeed every 
other newspaper, to associate white racism with a group of young, 
uneducated, foul-mouthed men who, despite almost never having 
worked, wear ósmart clothesô and drive ósmart carsô [é] The key 
achievement of this focus on the five suspects is the way in which 
racism is distanced from mainstream society.

207
 

  

Nevertheless, the report óhad an enormous impact on the race relations debate, 

from criminal justice through to the role of the public authorities.ô208 Not least of its 

effects was its vindication of the black communityôs long-standing complaints about 

their treatment by the police. However, one other recommendation in the report 

which is pertinent to this thesis, that a óracist incident is any incident which is 

perceived to be racist by the victim or any other personô [my emphasis] should be 

noted.209 This will be discussed further in Chapter 7. 

 

So, what is the position of Blacks in Britain in the twenty-first century? They still 

make up an ethnic minority, though as in the nineteenth century, they are 

becoming increasingly integrated both by residence and by marriage. Ceri Peach 

found that although there are concentrations of population, Britain does not have 

ghettoes comparable to those in the USA.210 Also, the employment situation may 

be improving. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation recognized óThere was some 

improvement in the distribution of occupational attainment (or social class) by 

ethnicity over the period 1991-2001. The proportion of employees with managerial 

jobs increased for all ethnic groups, with the biggest increases for Black 

Caribbean, Black African and Indian men as well as Indian women. Statistical 

analysis suggests that these increases were due to increased levels of education 

among these groups.ô211 On the other hand, the same report warns óHowever, once 

age, education and other characteristics had been controlled for, persistent 

differences remained in social class as measured by occupational status between 

the white group and other ethnic groups in 2001. There was also evidence that 
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ethnic minority graduates were finding it increasingly difficult to obtain high-status 

jobs.ô212 Nationwide, black boys are six times more likely than whites to be expelled 

from school.213 Rates of psychiatric admission for psychosis are higher in the 

British African-Caribbean population compared with whites, with patients more 

likely to be detained under the Mental Health Act.214 Many are still amongst the 

poor:  

The poverty rate for Britainôs minority ethnic groups stands at 40%, 
double the 20% found amongst white British people, according to new 
research published today (30 April) by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
(JRF). The research highlights the differences between minority ethnic 
groups with 65% of Bangladeshis living in poverty compared to 55% of 
Pakistanis, 45% of Black Africans and 30% of Indians and Black 
Caribbeans.

 215
 

 

This last statistic highlights another factor in the position of Blacks in Britain. Many 

immigrants have arrived from the Indian subcontinent, especially since the 1960s 

(although I have not documented their position here, considering óblacking upô is 

more related to Afro-Caribbean issues). In the 2001 census, the number of Asian 

or Asian British residents was 2,331,423 (4 per cent of the total population of 

58,789,194), whereas the number of Black or Black British was 1,148,738.216 

Equally a target for racism, it seems that since the rise of Islamic Fundamentalism, 

the events of 11 September 2001, the 7/7 London bombings and fear of associated 

terrorist attacks, the Asian community now attracts the more extreme suspicion 

and resentment previously shown towards Afro-Caribbeans.  

 

Nevertheless, the current prevalence of gun and knife crime is regarded as 

predominantly a óblack-on blackô problem fuelled by hip-hop and gangsta rap 

culture.217 Youth worker Paul Kassman wrote in 2008: 

While hip-hop fans 20 years ago were inspired to try to breakdance by 
the emerging music scene, an unreported crack epidemic, as well as an 
influx of guns from eastern Europe, make the gangsta rap fantasy that 
much easier to aspire to in the housing estates of 2007 London [é] 
Most of the boys I worked with wanted jobs or training but simply lacked 
the self-belief and support to help them move forward [é] For some 
young black boys, the misguided sense of status coming from living a 
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"thug's life" outweighs what they, rightly or wrongly, see as a future of 
limited options and low wages.

218
 

 

This seems a more extreme version of the circumstances and attitude of the 

previous generation:  

We chose not to engage with the institutionally racist institutions that 
made up British society. We decided that since our parents, many of 
whom came here qualified as doctors, nurses and police officers, could 
not get proper jobs then the same would happen to us. In response we 
either joined the black voluntary sector or took to the streets and 
created an informal economy. We became "hustlers" instead of fodder 
for the factories our parents had been forced to work in. We made these 
sacrifices when we were too young to know better. Now, 20 years on, 
many of my peers want to engage but do not know how. They want to 
work but haven't developed the skills. Many of them are almost 
unemployable [é] Our young are refighting the battles we fought two 
decades ago, and my generation is unable to give the guidance that 
might enable them to be more successful.

 219
 

 

Stafford Scott was a youth worker on the Broadwater Farm estate at the time of the 

riot there. Twenty years later, his words reflect the recurring nature of the 

experience of Blacks in England, many features of which - marginalisation, poverty, 

discrimination - can be traced throughout their history here.  

 

The release of a Metropolitan Police Report in 2010 revealed that Blair Peach was 

almost certainly killed by a police officer, a member of the Special Patrol Group, 

but that there was insufficient evidence to charge any individual officer.220 In 

January 2012, eighteen years after Stephen Lawrenceôs death and following a 

change in the law allowing a second prosecution for a crime if "new and 

compelling" evidence became available, Gary Dobson and David Norris were 

convicted of his murder and received prison sentences of a minimum of over 15 

years and 14 years respectively. The judge acknowledged that others were 

involved: 

The crime was committed for no other reason than racial hatred é at 
least one of your group was armed with a lethal knife that night. I am 
sure you were aware of that. The evidence does not prove, so that I 
could be sure, that either of you had a knife, but the person who used it 
did so with your knowledge and approval.

221
 

 

In the same month other events in the football world, in which both players and 

fans were accused of racist behaviour despite almost twenty years of the campaign 
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to óKick Racism out of Footballô, make it apparent that, no matter how enlightened 

current opinions of racial matters may be, generations of attitudes and behaviours 

on both sides cannot be changed by policies alone.222  

 

This chapter has recounted the lengthy and often troubled history of black people 

in Britain from Roman times to the present, showing how they have persistently 

been regarded as óOtherô. The following chapter provides examples of how 

associations of the very word óblackô in idiomatic language and folklore may have 

supported and sustained that óOtheringô. It then identifies many ways in which black 

people themselves have been represented, demonstrating how demeaning 

stereotypes have been created.  
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Chapter 3: Representations of Blackness 
 

 

Underlying the formation of attitudes for generations have been the representations 

of Blacks in popular culture, and the conscious and subconscious effects of these 

depictions. This chapter begins by considering some of the uses and connotations 

of the word óblackô in idiom and folklore. It will then go on to give examples of how 

dark-skinned people in particular have been depicted over the centuries. 

Minstrelsy, the first thought of most people when the term óblacking upô is 

mentioned, is considered at length in a section of its own. That is followed by a 

reflection on how the terminology referring to black people has changed over the 

years, leading to a final brief section about racism and ópolitical correctnessô.  

 

3.1 óBlackô in Idiom, Proverb and Folklore  

 

From Biblical times, associations of the word óblackô have been predominantly 

negative, whilst ówhiteô stands for all that is pure and innocent. The first act of the 

Judaeo-Christian God was to create light; the opposite of light is darkness, 

blackness. Among his sufferings, Job mourns, óMy skin is become black upon me, 

and my bones are dried up with heatô, while the Lord threatens Jeremiah, óThe 

whole land shall be desolate. For this shall the earth mourn, and the heavens 

above are blackô.223 On the other hand, Psalm 51 implores, óWash me thoroughly 

from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sinéPurge me with hyssop, and I 

shall be clean: wash me, and I shall be whiter than snowô.224 When    Jesus was 

transfigured, óhis raiment became shining, exceeding white as snowô, and the 

angels seen by Mary at the site of the Resurrection were clothed in white.225 The 

Bible also contains the question, óCan the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard 

his spots?ô226 which entered folklore as a proverbial expression of folly, óto try to 

wash an Ethiopian whiteô. (Other links between blackness and folly are presented 

in Chapter 4.) 

 

The inauspicious connotations of black are also evident in classical literature. The 

River Styx was black, as were the horses which drew the chariot of Hades, god of 

the underworld. In Ovidôs tale of Phebus and Cornide, a bird tells Phebus of 

Cornideôs unfaithfulness. Phebus killed his love and cursed the bird, which, 

previously whiter than any swan, turned black and became a raven.227 This story 

was reworked by Chaucer, in the Mauncipleôs Tale: 

 

And to the crowe, óo false theef!ô seyde he,  

óI wol thee quyte anon thy false tale!  

Thou songe whylom lyk a nightingale;         

Now shaltow, false theef, thy song forgon,  

                                                
223

 Job, Ch. 30 v. 30; Jeremiah, Ch. 4 vv. 27-28. 
224

 Psalm 51, vv. 2 & 7. 
225

 Mark, Ch. 9 v. 3; John, Ch. 20 v. 12. 
226

 Jeremiah, Ch. 13 v. 23. 
227

 The Tale of Apollo and Coronis in Metamorphoses, Bk II. 



Trish Bater 080207052 
 

52 
 

And eek thy whyte fetheres everichon,  

Ne never in al thy lyf ne shaltou speke.  

Thus shal men on a traitour been awreke;  

Thou and thyn of-spring ever shul be blake,         

Ne never swete noise shul ye make,  

But ever crye agayn tempest and rayn,  

In tokeninge that thurgh thee my wyf is slayn.ô  

And to the crowe he stirte, and that anon,  

And pulled his whyte fetheres everichon,          

And made him blak, and refte him al his song,  

And eek his speche, and out at dore him slong  

Un-to the devel, which I him bitake;  

And for this caas ben alle crowes blake.
228

 

 

It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that many sayings and connections have arisen 

with similar dismal associations, some of which are listed below in categories of 

ascending order of severity. 

 

Difficulty, inconvenience:  

 

Á black clouds bring rain  

Á things look black ï things look ominous 

Á Black Monday is a name for Easter Monday; óthe common notion that 

rejoicing is naturally followed by calamity may have caused the day after 

Easter day to be regarded as even more perilous than other Mondaysô.
229

    

19 October 1987 saw the largest one-day percentage decline in recorded 

stock market history and became known as óBlack Mondayô 

Deviance or undesirability:  

 

Á black mark ï a point against someone 

Á to be in someoneôs black books ï to have done something to offend them 

Á black sheep of the family ï the family outcast, deviant  

Á blackballed ï rejected; club members would hold a secret ballot on the 

admission of a new member; white ball for approval, black for rejection 

Á blacklist ï people not to be considered for some position, deemed to be 

disloyal or untrustworthy  

Á blackleg ï someone who goes against group solidarity by working when 

others are on strike  

Á blacken his character ï harm his reputation 

Á blackguard ï a contemptible person  

Á black-hearted ï  wicked  

Criminality:  

 

Á black economy ï economic activity unknown to the government, and so 

technically illegal 

Á black market ï  illegal buying and selling of controlled or rationed goods 
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Á black hat ï in a genre of cowboy films, the villains always wore black hats; 

nowadays the term is used for malicious computer hackers
230

 

Á blackmail ï extorting money or influencing action by threatening to expose 

discreditable information 

Á Black Maria ï police van  

Á black cap worn by a judge to pronounce a death sentence   

Danger:  

 

Á black ice ï more dangerous because invisible 

Á blackspot ï site of many accidents; also óblack spotô, used as a warning in 

Robert Louis Stevensonôs óTreasure Islandô  

Á blackout ï loss of consciousness, loss of electric power, or associated with 

wartime and air raids  

Á disappearing into a black hole ï irretrievably lost 

Violence:  

 

Á black & blue ï bruised  

Á black eye ï a bruised eye 

Sickness and death:  

 

Á black dog ï a term for depression, famously used by Sir Winston Churchill  

Á black dogs ï solitary, supernatural or spectral black dogs occurring 

frequently in folklore, often associated with churchyards or gallows sites, as 

omens of death, or as a form taken on by the devil.
231

  

Á black, the colour of mourning; in Chaucer óMerchantôs Taleô the merchant 

expected his wife to live as óas widwe in clothes blake', so it is obvious that in 

England the link between black, death and mourning was made at an early 

stage  

Á Black Death ï bubonic plague 

Á the black ace of spades in a pack of playing cards has become known as 

the death card
232

  

Á black corvids like the crow and raven ï regarded as birds of ill-omen and 

even death.
233

 

Evil:  

 

Á black cat ï widely thought of as a witchesô familiar, so much so that 

nowadays it is an indispensable part of Halloweôen decorations along with 

spiders and pumpkins  

Á black magic ï used to ill purposes, as opposed to good ówhiteô magic  
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Á Black Annis ï a Leicestershire bogey figure, ironically, with a blue face 

Á the Wild Hunt ï an omen of disaster, thought to be demons or damned 

souls, were described thus in 1127: óThe hunters were big and black and 

loathsome, and their hounds all black and wide-eyed and loathsome and they 

rode on black horses and black goats.ô
234

 

There are examples of black signifying good fortune, but these are far fewer. To be 

óin the blackô is to be solvent, and first-footers at New Year should be dark, if not 

actually black-haired. Black cats in superstition are ambiguous, being counted as 

lucky rather than unlucky in some areas. A black-faced chimney sweep is also 

lucky, especially at a wedding, and many sweeps hire out their services for that 

purpose. However, these cases are overwhelmingly outnumbered by the negative 

instances above, widespread in England both geographically and temporally. 

 

3.2 Portrayals of Black People  

 
At a time when ordinary people did not travel far, nor have much acquaintance 

beyond their immediate circle, for most people impressions of black people could 

only have been formed from the images available to them. From earliest times until 

the present, such images have been presented in the same ways ï through writing; 

in pictorial images; in entertainment; (at first processions, fairs and theatre, music, 

sport; later in film, TV, and more recently media such as video games);  and finally, 

through personal experience.  

3.2.1 Before Emancipation 

 

It has been shown in the previous chapter how the first black people in England 

were treated as curiosities, as exotic creatures, an attitude that persisted into 

Victorian times. Much of this stems from early literature, such as the óTravels of Sir 

John Mandevilleô, which tells of the journey in 1322 of a knight through lands 

ówhere dwell many diverse folks, and of diverse manners and laws, and of diverse 

shapes of menô.235 Mandeville describes men óblack as the Moors for great heat of 

the sunô and óblack women foul and hideousô alongside those who ódrink gladliest 

manôs bloodô, and tales of men who have no heads but have eyes in their 

shoulders, men with but one foot, a race of half-men half-women, and other such 

fantastic creatures.  

 

Contemporary with Mandeville, the 14th Century Northumbrian poem óCursor 

Mundiô, declares:  

On returning home, David met four Saracens, black and blue as lead. 
They were misshapen creatures, their mouth was in their breast, and 
their long brows hung about their ears. Unlovely were their features, "in 
their forehead stood their sight," but they were unable to look upright. 
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Their hairy arms, with wrinkled skin, "were set to the elbows in their 
side." They had crumpled knees and humped backs. None could 
forbear laughing who saw them. They asked David to show them "the 
saving tree"; and when these Ethiopians saw it, they did reverence to it, 
and then they became quite white and handsome.

236
 

 

 

 

Illustrations from a 1499 edition of the Travels of Sir John Mandeville.
237

 

 

This passage reinforces the idea of white being a physical manifestation of a 

spiritual condition. The same can be seen in illustrations of the Queen of Sheba: 

óAlthough the Queen is sometimes portrayed as black é she is often portrayed in 

Western tradition as white because of her allegorical interpretation: her white skin 

illustrates the effects of her receiving the wisdom of Solomon and the throwing off 

of the spiritual darkness of paganism.ô238 

 

Indeed, the earliest use of blackness in entertainment was as representations of 

the devil in mystery plays. The use of blackness in theatre is discussed in greater 

detail in the next chapter; here, it is sufficient to mention the significance of a few 

examples.  

 

óThe Merchant of Veniceô includes a direct reference to colour. The Prince of 

Morocco pleads óMislike me not for my complexion, The shadow'd livery of the 

burnish'd sun, To whom I am a neighbour and near bredô, but Portia has already 

declared her position: óéif he have the condition of a saint and the complexion of a 

devil, I had rather he should shrive me than wive me.ô239 Although she politely tells 

him, óYourself, renowned prince, then stood as fair As any comer I have look'd on 

yetô, this is but damning with faint praise; the audience knows she and her maid 

have just dissected the othersô faults with great amusement. 

 

The most famous of Shakespeareôs black characters, the Moor Othello, reinforces 

the connection of black skin with the exotic as portrayed in Mandeville, when óthe 

thicklipsô himself speaks of the tales he told of óCannibals that each other eat, The 
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Anthropophagi, and men whose heads Do grow beneath their shouldersô.240 In this 

play, Desdemonaôs father regards the relationship between a black man and a 

white woman as unnatural, unthinkable. Desdemona is described as being stolen 

away, a victim of magic: 

 

If she in chains of magic were not bound,  

Whether a maid so tender, fair and happyé 

Would ever have, to incur a general mock, 

Run from her guardage to the sooty bosom 

Of such a thing as thou, to fear, not to delight. 

Judge me the world, if 'tis not gross in sense 

That thou hast practised on her with foul charms, 

 

There is an undertone of sexual appetite and miscegenation: 

 

Even now, now, very now, an old black ram  

Is tupping your white ewe.  

Arise, arise; Awake the snorting citizens with the bell,  

Or else the devil will make a grandsire of you
241

 

 

This link between black skin, heat and sexual appetite was an old theme. One of 

the oldest myths about Blacks, and one that is still current (as any perusal of 

certain areas of the internet would testify), concerns the size of their sexual organs. 

óBy the middle of the sixteenth century [é] some people took it for granted that 

every male African had an enormous penis; the tiny naked figures of Africans on 

more than one fifteenth-century map attest to the antiquity of that belief.ô242  

óMedical treatises related also how black women in particular were highly sexed 

because of their colour. Albertus Magnus (d. 1280) argues that ñsince Black 

women are hotter and more swarthy ... [they] are the sweetest for mounting, as the 

pimps sayò.ô243 It was shown in the last chapter that black women were employed 

as prostitutes.  

 

This sub-text of sexual appetite and fecundity may even have played a part in 

Jonsonôs óMasque of Blacknessô commissioned by James 1ôs consort, Queen 

Anne. She desired to appear as óa blackamoreô, and was six months pregnant 

when she featured in the masque, on Twelfth Night, 1605. In this courtly 

entertainment, Anne and her attendants appeared in black makeup as Nigerôs 

twelve dark daughters who, wishing to be fair, sought an island ending in -Tania ólit 

by another and greater light than that Sun which darkened their skinô (i.e. King 

James).244 Their sexuality was emphasised in the remarks of one courtier, who 
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described the ladiesô costume as ócourtesan-likeô.245 In the masque, Niger defends 

the beauty of blackness: 

 

 ...these my daughters, my most loved birth :  

Who, though they were the first form'd dames of earth,3  

And in whose sparkling and refulgent eyes,  

The glorious sun did still delight to rise; 

Though he, the best judge, and most formal cause  

Of all dames beauties, in their firm hues, draws  

Signs of his fervent'st love; and thereby shows  

That in their black, the perfect'st beauty grows; 

No cares, no age can change ; or there display  

The fearful tincture of abhorred gray ;  

Since death herself (herself being pale and blue)  

Can never alter their most faithful hue ;  

All which are arguments, to prove how far  

Their beauties conquer in great beauty's war ;  

And more, how near divinity they be,  

That stand from passion, or decay so free.
246

 

 

 
Inigo Jonesôs costume design for the Daughter of Niger 

from óThe Masque of Blacknessô.
247
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Despite Nigerôs protestations, the whole theme of óThe Masque of Blacknessô and 

its sequel, óThe Masque of Beautyô, is that white is superior to black, and that in the 

newly-formed Britain is a sun, in the shape of the monarch, who can achieve the 

impossible: 

For were the world, with all his wealth, a ring,  

Britannia, whose new name makes all tongues sing,  

Might be a diamant worthy to inchase it,  

Ruled by a sun, that to this height doth grace it :  

Whose beams shine day and night, and are of force  

To blanch an Æthiop, and revive a corse. 

 

Added to these manifestations, we can make inferences from how black figures 

were represented in art. Erikson notes, ónot until the second half of the seventeenth 

century do images of blacks appear in British painting. ...However, the absence of 

blacks in painting until after the mid-1600s does not mean that images of blacks 

were absent from British culture prior to that point.ô248 He describes ófive lines of 

development of the black male figure in visual artô in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries: the black Magus, continuing from an earlier religious tradition; the 

inversion of the Magus, in which óworship is redirected toward a classical figure of 

Saturnalian disorderô; as the subject of independent but fragmented studies, which 

do not consider the whole person, such as Rubensôs Four Heads of a Negro; as 

servants; and as deferential gift-givers.249 Black women additionally feature as 

attendants in classical scenes, but although they may be physically closer to the 

main, white, subject, these black attendants are subservient, there to act as a 

contrast. From this, we can see that in visual art the black person is again 

portrayed as an exotic being to be enlightened by Christianity, a satanic heathen, 

an interesting specimen, or as a deferential body at the beck and call of white 

superiors. 

 

As will be shown in the next chapter, Blacks were frequently represented on stage, 

as were other racial stereotypes. Towards the end of the eighteenth century 

Charles Dibdin performed one-man shows which óincluded burlesques of Irishmen, 

Italian singers, and Jewish old-clothes menô as well as óNegro impersonationsô.250 

These impersonations predated the rise of American minstrelsy, but like that genre, 

the portrayal was mediated through white eyes. Even though Dibdin attempted use 

of dialect in his speeches, his óNegroô songs were basically English in style, and 

were a simplistic representation. 

 

While it was the rich who would have access to culture, the wider public was not 

isolated from depictions of Blacks. As well as pageants and fairs, popular ballads 

were a widespread form available to all in oral, printed or manuscript form. One 

such ballad perpetuated the deviant, vengeful, untrustworthy nature of the black 
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man. The Lamentable Ballad of the Tragical End of a gallant Lord and Virtuous 

Lady: Together with the untimely Death of their two Children, wickedly performed 

by a Heathenish and Blood-thirsty Blackamoor, their Servant; the like of which 

Cruelty and Murder was never before heard of told the tale of a nobleman who, out 

hunting one day, chastised the black servant who had offended him. The following 

day the lord went hunting again despite the pleas of his wife and two children, who 

went to the tower to see him off. The servant, hearing this, vowed revenge on his 

master. He bolted the gates, pulled up the drawbridge across the moat, and 

followed them to the tower: 

 

This wretch unto the lady went 

And her with speed did will  

His lust forthwith to satisfy 

His mind for to fulfil. 

 

Needless to say, the lady resisted, and townspeople, hearing her cries, sent for her 

husband to return. In vain: 

 

With that the rogue ran to the wall, 

He having had his will,  

And brought one child under his arm 

His dearest blood to spill. 

éthis vile wretch the little child  

By both the heels did take  

And dashôd his brains against the wall 

While parentsô hearts did ache 

That being done away he run 

The other child to fetch 

And pluckôd it from the motherôs breast 

Most like a cruel wretch. 

With that he cut the throat of it 

Then to the father he did call 

To look how he the same did cut 

Then down the head did fall. 

 

The grieving father pleaded for his wifeôs life, and a bargain was struck: 

Cut off thy nose and not one drop  

Of her blood shall be spilt. 

With that the lord presently took 

A knife within his hand, 

And then his nose he quite cut off 

In place where he did stand. 

 

But the Moor was not to be trusted: 

Now I have bought my ladyôs life, 

Then to the Moor did call 

Then take her, quoth this wicked rogue 

And down he let her fall. 
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Illustration of the ballad from an imprint dated ?1792. 
251

 

 

 

Overcome with grief, the lord could not be saved, and fell dead. The servant was 

unrepentant, and taunted the townspeople: 

Quoth he, I know youôll torture me 

If that you can me get,  

But all your threats I do not fear 

Nor yet regard one whit. 

Wild horses will my body tear, 

I know it to be true; 

But Iôll prevent you of that pain, 

And down himself he threw. 

 

By committing the ultimate sin of suicide, the Moor was confirmed not only as 

lascivious, heartless, violent, and mendacious, but as a heathen who deeds were 

as devilish as his colour.  

 

Blacks also appeared in caricatures and cartoons, in which óa more extreme 

manifestation of racism emergedô.252  Among the most famous cartoonists was 

George Cruikshank. His brother Robert drew this ambiguous cartoon in 1820. 

According to the commentary on the National Archives website, this caricature 

óportrays the African as a devil with thick lipsô. However, the horns, cloven feet and 
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