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Preface

The present book is intended to be complementary to my Staying 
Power: The History of Black People in Britain (1984). Ideally it should 
be read first, since it describes, in greater detail than was possible or 
appropriate in the earlier book, the long history of overseas exploita-
tion, oppression and ‘underdevelopment’ by British capitalism of 
which the black presence in metropolitan Britain has been one 
result. There may seem to be some overlap between the two books 
but in fact there is very little. And, where there is, I have taken the 
opportunity to correct errors of fact and emphasis in Staying Power 
and to supplement that book with further material (specifically, on 
London as a slave port, on the role of India in the funding of the 
industrial revolution, and on the racist bias of nineteenth-century 
British historiography). In order not to make the present book too 
bulky I have confined the account of black resistance to that in the 
Caribbean and the Indian sub-continent, those parts of the British 
Empire of greatest interest to British-born black readers, whose 
parents mostly came from one or other of those areas. Readers 
particularly interested in Africa, Tasmania, Australia or New Zealand 
under British rule will find here some account of that rule, but will 
have to look elsewhere for an account of the resistance to it. After 
all, this is only an introduction. Like its predecessor, however, this 
book is not intended solely for black readers. As the Introduction 
argues, white people in Britain also need to know something about 
black history, without which British history is seriously incomplete. 
For black people have played, not a peripheral, but a central part in 
British history. Until quite recently their contribution has not been 
properly acknowledged; and even now most white people in Britain 
are unaware of it.

It gives me much pleasure to thank Anna Grimshaw and Rozina 
Visram for their kindness in reading and commenting on an early 
draft. I am grateful to Charlie Brandt, James Fryer and Geoff Pilling 
for a variety of technical help. Many other people have contributed 
ideas and cogent criticisms of Staying Power. Of these I should like 
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to give special thanks to Christopher Fyfe: I have profited greatly 
from the thoughtful material he has been kind enough to send me. 
A number of students in various institutions of learning have, during 
the past four years, heard my lectures on some of the topics treated 
in this book. Their questions have frequently stimulated me to fresh 
thought and further research, and those of them who chance to pick 
up this book will find some of our discussions shadowed in its pages. 
Lastly, I am grateful to Frances Fryer and Raymond McCaffrey 
for introducing me to the novel from which the epigraph is taken, 
and to Emily Fryer Moreira and Luíz Moreira de Souza for their 
patience and encouragement.



Introduction

This is a book about some aspects of British imperial history. It is 
mainly about Africans, Asians, and people of African and Asian 
descent under British rule. There is also something in it about 
Tasmanians, black Australians (‘Aborigines’), and Maoris.

A white person who writes on any aspect of black history must 
answer the question: what has black history got to do with white 
people? This is a political question. It is a question about power and 
how power is distributed or, more precisely, polarized, in the society 
we live in. Failure to face and answer this question suggests igno-
rance, incompetence, or bad faith.

Some white people in Britain have much more power than is 
good for them, or for the rest of us. But no black person has any real 
power at all, even if he or she wears a police uniform or sits in parlia-
ment. The very word ‘race’, which geneticists and anthropologists 
have discarded as meaningless, survives merely as a political cate-
gory. In Britain, as in South Africa, racial labels survive as devices to 
shut out a section of the population from power, to make them into 
second-class citizens.

There has been a continuous black presence in Britain for 500 
years. All that time, some white people have had all the power in 
their own hands and no black person has had any power at all, save 
of the most token kind. And white historians, almost without excep-
tion, have done their best to deprive black people of their history, 
too. They have consistently belittled or wiped out the black past – 
which is essentially just another way of depriving black people of 
power. ‘There is no more significant pointer to the character of a 
society’, observed E. H. Carr, ‘than the kind of history it writes or 
fails to write.’1 It follows that there is no more significant pointer to 
the character of British society than the exclusion of black people 
from our history books.

It is hardly surprising that serious students of black history have 
tended to view white writers on the subject with misgivings. In the 
United States, many students have seen the chief purpose of black 
historiography as the encouragement of black pride and a feeling of 
personal worth; this is obviously not the business of white writers. 
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Yet there are in the United States black historians who are saying, 
with Benjamin Quarles, that ‘black history is no longer a matter of 
limited concern’, that white people too need to know black history, 
since for them it provides ‘a new version of American history, 
one that especially challenges our national sense of smugness and 
self-righteousness and our avowal of fair play’.2 Many other eminent 
American historians, white as well as black, agree. ‘We cannot 
understand America’, writes Walter Metzger, ‘without the help of 
those studies now called “black”.’3 ‘The history of America’, writes 
Eugene Genovese, ‘can no longer be written without a full account 
of its black element, [which] penetrates and has been penetrated by 
everything else.’4

These statements apply with no less force to Britain and British 
history. Here too white people need to know something about 
black history, since for us it furnishes a version of British history 
that strongly challenges our national sense of smugness and 
self-righteousness, our avowal of fair play. Like American history,  
British history cannot be written honestly without taking into 
account the contribution that black people have made to it. The past 
that historians study is not a dead past. It has shaped the present 
and lives on in the present. By understanding the past, wrote  
R. G. Collingwood, ‘we incorporate it into our present thought,  
and enable ourselves … to use that heritage for our own advance-
ment’.5 Without knowing something about black history we can 
neither understand the world of today nor see the way forward to 
the world of tomorrow.

The sort of history taught in British schools and universities 
has traditionally been the history of people with power. In schools, 
until quite recently, it was mainly a chronicle of kings and queens, 
national saviours, heroes and heroines, great statesmen, great leaders 
in peace and war.6 The history of the powerless, though these have 
always been the great majority, was largely ignored. Yet the official 
version of our history labels itself as ‘patriotic’. It is more accurately 
described as conservative, nationalist, and racist.

In 1899 a former headmaster of Harrow public school, whose 
task had been to train the sons of the ruling class, summed up his 
duties in these words:

An English Head-master, as he looks to the future of his 
pupils, will not forget that they are destined to be the citi-
zens of the greatest empire under heaven; he will teach them 
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patriotism … he will inspire them with faith in the divinely 
ordered mission of their country and their race.7

Britain’s ‘relentless pursuit of its own selfish ends’ is, in the official 
version of our history, ‘smugly identified with service to mankind 
at large’. Englishmen’s deeds are glorified and ulterior motives 
are attributed to everybody else.8 Thus A. P. Newton, celebrating  
A Hundred Years of the British Empire (1940), claimed that ‘the other 
empires of history were mainly founded by military force, but during 
the last three centuries … the British Empire has been expanded  
far beyond the limits of the United Kingdom, not, mainly, by 
conquest, … but by wholly peaceful means.’9 David Thomson 
declared in 1950, in the eighth volume of the Pelican History of 
England, that ‘British imperialism … was never racialist’; on the 
other hand, ‘other contemporary imperialisms were racialist’.10 And 
A. P. Thornton, in The Imperial Idea and its Enemies (1959), asserted 
that ‘English patriotism has never been racial’.11

The essential racism of the official version of our history is seen 
above all in its glorification of the British Empire and its arrogant 
attitude to those who were that empire’s subjects. Throughout the 
empire, and here in Britain too, black people’s history has been 
the precise opposite of the official myths. By disguising or glori-
fying the true history of colonialism,* and by writing black people 
out of British history, the official historians have marginalized and 
thus further oppressed those whose history they have distorted 
or concealed. Their distortions and omissions have had the clear 
purpose of maintaining the existing power structure. This purpose 
has governed the historians’ method, choice of materials, and inter-
pretation of those materials.

In recent years a number of historians and history teachers have 
begun to challenge the official version. They have refused to leave 
the powerless, the labouring majority, out of the picture any longer. 
The modest amount of people’s history, or history from below, that is 
taught in British schools has displeased Margaret Thatcher and her 
friends. They want our children to be taught to see the past record of 
the British ruling class in the mellowest possible light. Not long before 
she became prime minister, Thatcher wrote, in a pamphlet published 
by the Centre for Policy Studies, that ‘a whole generation has been 

* Colonialism is used here to mean the economic, political and cultural domination by 
Europeans of others.12



xviii / black people in the british empire

brought up to misunderstand and denigrate our national history’, 
that ‘our population has been indoctrinated with considerable folly’, 
so that ‘they are quite unaware that the Britain of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries was admired and envied the world over for its 
liberty, for the comparative well-being of its inhabitants, for achieve-
ments in … manufacturing, for its subjects’ enterprise, patriotism 
and social conscience’.13 And, as prime minister, Thatcher has sought 
to ensure that the history taught in our schools should project what 
The Times Higher Education Supplement has called ‘an interpretation 
of the British experience that is expedient to our present leaders 
rather than faithful to the historical record’.14 Periodically, from the 
chair of the Centre for Policy Studies, Thatcher’s ‘historian-adviser’, 
Lord Thomas of Swynnerton, otherwise known as Hugh Thomas, 
has demanded a more ‘patriotic’ orientation in history teaching.15

Sir Keith Joseph, while secretary of state for education, was more 
specific. On 23 August 1984 he told a conference of American 
historians that ‘pride in one’s country and its achievements’ should 
be fostered in schools. He added this guideline: ‘The teacher should 
lead the pupil towards his or her own decisions about which aspects 
of national events, institutions, or culture, are most deserving of 
admiration.’16

This is an excellent guideline, given one essential precondition: 
that the black contribution to British history, long neglected in sylla-
buses and textbooks, shall now be included – in other words, that 
Britain’s black population shall no longer be denied a past.

This implies that pupils, black and white alike, shall have access to 
facts and topics that have not hitherto been familiar to them. Those 
who are to make their ‘own decisions’ about what and what not to 
admire in British history, should know of the part played by black 
labour – in the Caribbean and in India – to the growth of Britain’s 
wealth and major industries and cities. They should be told how and 
on what basis British racism arose, and what its role has been in the 
validation of colonialism. They should be told that black people did 
not start coming to Britain after the Second World War but that 
their presence here goes back some 2,000 years and has been contin-
uous since the beginning of the sixteenth century or earlier. They 
should be told that, just as Britain’s black slaves in the Caribbean 
resisted plantation servitude, so the black slaves here in Britain freed 
themselves as individuals by running away from domestic servitude. 
They should be told of the contributions made by black radicals to 
the building of the British labour movement and the winning of civil 
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liberties in this country. Not least, pupils should be told of the thou-
sands of black soldiers and sailors who, fighting under the Union 
Jack, were wounded, crippled for life, or killed in battle.17

These and other aspects of British black history include achieve-
ments gained in the teeth of unremitting race prejudice, consistent 
racial discrimination, and murderous racist attacks. Such achieve-
ments are surely, to use Sir Keith Joseph’s words, ‘deserving of 
admiration’. So it is the duty of teachers who recognize the need to 
combat racism to take Joseph at his word by throwing light on this 
hitherto obscure area of British history. For how can people make 
their own decisions about what is admirable in British history if they 
do not have free access to the facts?

British black history must now begin to take its rightful place 
within the school curriculum, as an essential part of the history of 
this country’s poor and labouring majority as well as a central part  
of British imperial history. Giving it that rightful place is a task 
which faces both black and white educators. It is a task they have to 
shoulder together.




