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Ian Duffield looks at the invisibility of black people in histories of Britain.

Until very recently, black people of African origin or descent were, to echo the title of Ralph Ellison's famous novel of the black American experience in a white dominated society, the 'invisible men' of British history. Most British people, black or white, usually suppose that the black presence in Britain is entirely modern, a consequence of post-1945 immigration, but nothing could be more mistaken.

In the world of learning, it was long assumed that black people had no history worth studying, either in Africa, or in the various parts of the world containing communities of black African descent. This view of Africa as a continent lacking culture, civilization, progress and therefore history, had the sanction of such distinguished figures in Western culture as David Hume and Hegel. Culture, progress and civilisation, it was supposed, were brought to Africa by white explorers, traders, missionaries, settlers and rulers. These people 'made' African history – a process to which the black Africans were supposed to be hostile, or at best indifferent.

These views were scarcely challenged, except by a few remarkable pioneers, until the growth of serious enquiry into African history over roughly the past thirty years. Hitherto, for the British, the serious study of African peoples was left to the anthropologists. While in 1950 the British had many famous anthropologists of black Africa, there was then no notable historian of black Africa. Ignored in the history of their ancestral continent, need one be surprised that the history of blacks in Britain should be overlooked? This purblind tradition continues to the present; reference to blacks in modern standard works on British history are negligible. The period 1914-1945 saw two major surges in Britain's black population, Britain's first major race riots (in 1919), a proliferation of black political organisations, and the presence of black political leaders and intellectuals of world importance (Jomo Kenyatta, C. L. R. James, George Padmore and Marcus Garvey, to name but four). Yet all this passes unremarked in recent authoritative histories of Britain.

This general attitude extends to all areas of British culture. It has been transmitted widely through educational institutions, political bodies and popular culture. Fortunately, in this country of the blind, there have been some with at least one eye. The true pioneers of the history of blacks in Britain were social scientists, mainly interested in matters of contemporary race relations, but with a weather eye for black-white relations in the British past. First among them was Kenneth L. Little, whose Negroes in Britain appeared in 1947 – a year before the arrival of the SS Empire Windrush at Southampton, with 492 West Indian migrants, an event which is commonly supposed to have begun Britain's black presence. Predominantly a study of blacks in Cardiff from the late nineteenth century, Little's work made the first attempt at a complete survey of blacks in Britain. Little dated the black presence in Britain from the mid-1550s, and – wrongly – dismissed speculations about a much older presence, dating back to Roman times or even beyond. His view has been influential. The first two works solely devoted to the history of blacks in Britain were James Walvin's The Black Presence; A Documentary History of the Negro in England, 1550-1860 (London, 1971) and Black and White: The Negro and English Society 1555-1945 (London 1973). The latter opens with the words, 'Negroes have lived in Britain since the mid-sixteenth century'.

Little's work was, nevertheless, a major step forward, combining a detailed local study, a general historical survey, and a survey of the history of racial prejudice and racist theory. It is significant, however, that his book appeared sixty-four years after the pioneer work on the history of blacks in the United States – George Washington Williams's History of the Negro Race in America from 1619-1880 . Like many other nineteenth and twentieth-century black American intellectuals, Williams was determined to establish and vindicate his people's role not only in America but also in world history. This approach has produced black American writers of distinction. A spin-off from this has been a black American contribution to the history of blacks in Britain. It was the black American, Joel Rogers, whose speculation of a Roman, or even pre-Roman black presence in Britain, Little contradicted. But it would be unfair to imply that Little was deaf to black opinion; one of the background influences on his work was his early association with members of the black political intelligentsia in Britain.

As well as Little, two other social scientists must also be mentioned. St Clair Drake, a black American product of the distinguished Chicago School, contributed a doctoral thesis, Value Systems, Social Structures and Race Relations in the British Isles (University of Chicago, 1954), which although never published, has been widely read by scholars. Michael Banton, now one of the most distinguished figures in British social science, published The Coloured Quarter in 1955, which contains an historical and sociological study of blacks in Stepney since the late nineteenth century, as well as a survey of black and other foreign immigrants in London from the sixteenth century. Since the mid-1950s, although social scientists have published a considerable amount of work on blacks in Britain, the historical awareness shown by Little, Drake and Banton has virtually died out. There has been a concentration on current problems but it is doubtful that these can ever be properly understood until they can be seen in an historical context. one is tempted to speculate that the well-meaning (if somewhat ineffectual) 'race relations industry' has unintentionally helped to push blacks back out of British history and into the narrow chronological confines of 'contemporary crisis'.

Between the mid-1950s and the early 1970s, knowledge accumulated among scholars, if not the general public, about the history of blacks in Britain, as a by-product of the dramatic increase in knowledge about African and Black Diaspora history.' One particularly fruitful source of such knowledge was the study of the Pan-African Movement. Although only acquiring a name in 1900, the roots of this movement stretched back to the British-West African-New World slave trading triangle of the eighteenth century. Of the many scholars involved in this study, two may be singled out. At the University of Edinburgh, G. A. Shepperson, in addition to his own seminal writings and pioneer teaching of African and black American history, has long guided and inspired the work of inumerable scholars of PanAfricanism, black and white, British and foreign. From this corpus of specialised historical work has come a vast increase in knowledge about the black British presence. This in turn was both synthesised and expanded by a German scholar, Imanuel Geiss, in his Panafrikanismus (1968), which appeared in English translation as The Pan-African Movement six years later.

Not the first general work on Pan-Africanism, and not the first to notice that the movement has been intimately connected with Britain, Geiss treated the subject with a thoroughness of detail and analysis hitherto unknown. From the eighteenth century to the late 1940s, Britain played a central role in the movement. Virtually all its leading figures visited Britain, many stayed for long periods, and some were born and died here. In the first category came Martin Delany, Alexander Crummell, Bishop Alexander Walters and W. E. B. DuBois; in the second are Olaudah Equiano, E. W. Blyden, James Africanus Horton, F. Z. S. Pergrino, S. J. Celestine Edwards, Henry Sylvester Williams, J. E. Casely Hayford, John Eldred Taylor, Dusé Mohamed Ali, Marcus Garvey, Dr H. A. Moody, Ladipo Solanke, C. L. R. James, Ras Makonnen, George Padmore, Jomo Kenyatta, Kwame Nkrumah and Julius K. Nyerere; and in the third, J. R. Archer and Samuel Coleridge-Taylor. Their presence in Britain was by no means accidental. The Empire made Britain into a junction-box for wide areas of the black world. Until the 1950s, it was easier for blacks to make contact with others and develop common viewpoints and strategies in Britain than in their diverse homelands. It was no accident that as early as 1859 Delany was involved in attempts to create a proto-Pan-African 'Native African Association' in London; that the First Pan-African Conference, organised by Sylvester Williams, occurred in London in 1900; that Pan-African Congresses were held in London in 1900 and Manchester in 1945. From the late 1890s to the late 1940s Britain was the home of many Pan-African organisations and movements, metropolitan and provincial, important and ephemeral. Likewise, from the 1890s to the 1940s Britain had a politically radical, Pan-African inclined black press; many of these journals were influential far beyond Britain's shores.

There is no doubt that these Pan-Africanists, despite their white friends, and in some cases white British wives, lived, with few exceptions, in a black world in Britain. Ras Makonnen's informative autobiography, Pan-Africanism From Within (Nairobi, 1973) makes this abundantly clear for the 1930s and 1940s. The Pan-Africanists' concern was not only black freedom overseas, but also black rights within Britain.

In the nineteenth and up to the mid-twentieth century Pan-Africanism was the most characteristic form of modern political expression throughout the black world, and it still has its fervent devotees. Blacks in Britain, many of them British subjects, have made a major contribution to this movement. This has prevented the black British from being isolated, or becoming insignificant and obscure. Yet is also the source of a dilemma, paralleled in nineteenth-century black American history. Then, black Americans disagreed as to what the correct path to black freedom should be. To some, the North American black presence was like ancient Israel's 'bondage in Egypt'. These people urged flight to Africa, the 'promised land'. Others strenuously opposed this 'Back to Africa' movement. For them, black sweat and blood had earned the right to full civil and human rights in the United States. In Britain, political conflict has yet to emerge within the black community on this issue, yet it has been, and is, present in latent form.

Thus the brilliant generation of political activists and intellectuals of the 1930s and 1940s who fought hard for black rights within Britain, decided at the 1945 Manchester Pan-African Congress on the necessity of returning to the black colonies to fight for freedom there. In that fight, many played dramatic roles, but their departure left the numerous post-1948 new immigrants bereft of experienced and sophisticated political leadership. So the British Pan-Africanists have been torn between their duty to the wider black world, and their duty to blacks in Britain, and though not neglectful of the latter, it is the former that has had a higher claim on their loyalties. This has made their British activities seem transitory, and this may also have contributed to the invisibility of blacks in British history.

Despite all the handicaps examined in this article, the history of blacks in Britain has not only emerged, but is coming of age. Even before Walvin, Paul Edwards produced mociern scholarly editions of the eighteenth-century black British writers Equiano (1969), Cugoano (1969) and Sancho (1968), and a popular condensed version of Equiano's writings, Equiano's Travels (1967). Edwards is now using his knowledge of Old Norse, Old Irish and Old English to trace blacks in the British Isles during the Dark Ages, and it was he who vindicated Joel Rogers by demonstrating a black presence in Roman Britain. Edwards has also discovered the earliest yet known group of blacks in Britain, at the Scottish Royal Court in the early sixteenth century. Another major contribution has been made by the Nigerian scholar, Folarin Shyllon, whose three works Black Slaves in Britain (London, 1974), Black People in Britain , 1555-1833 (London, 1977) and James Ramsay the Unknown Abolitionist are essential reading to those concerned with the subject. Another important author is Eldred Jones from Sierra Leone, whose Othello's Countrymen; The Elizabethan Image of Africa , (London, 1965), explores the image of blacks in English Renaissance drama – a cultural epoch that coincided with the first direct English contacts with black Africa, and the first known black communities, if not individuals, south of Tweed. Edward Scobie, a journalist and broadcaster of Dominican origin, who worked for many years in Britain, has written a lively work, Black Britannia (Chicago, 1972), which contains information not to be found in the works of other writers. It is, however, marred by inaccuracies, and some of its judgements are tendentious.

These authors, and their pioneering predecessors, have put the history of blacks in Britain in a pos.ition from which it can be expected to gain strength and recognition. Almost nothing has been done, as yet, on the history of black women, although, in a forthcoming book on blacks in eighteenth and nineteenth-century Britain, Walvin and Edwards will begin to remedy this. We need a study of the black political press in Britain from its originator in the 1890s S. J. Celestine Edwards. There is a surprising chronological gap to be filled from the early-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century. I, for one, am sceptical of the view that blacks more or less disappeared in Britain between the early and late nineteenth centuries. Much patient, dogged work needs to be done on black local history (this is now underway in several British cities), and black biography has hardly been touched.

The work done so far on the history of blacks in Britain seems to offer some hope for the future. Those who have established the subject come from a wide variety of backgrounds, countries and ethnic groups. The history of blacks in Britain will always have a particular importance for the black British, and is a part of the general British historical inheritance; it is also a part of the history of the far-flung black peoples of the world.

