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Editors’ welcome
We are thrilled to introduce you to the Queen Mary History
Journal’s very ﬁrst exclusively online publica on! We want to start oﬀ
by thanking everyone who submi ed an essay to be considered for
this issue; the editorial team have had a tough task in selec ng only
ﬁve essays from the many we received, and have been thoroughly
impressed by the calibre of work submi ed. The quality of work we
have received has unfortunately meant that some fantas c essays
have not been selected for this issue. However, we hope that
students will con nue to submit essays for the many issues we have
coming up.
This year looks set to be the most exci ng year yet for the
History Journal as we move away from our previous format of two
printed journals per year into unchartered territory, adding both
regular monthly online edi ons and a blog. In doing so, we hope to
make the Journal accessible to as many students as possible, and we
encourage you all to get involved by submi ng essays and blog posts.
We hope that you con nue to follow the Journal throughout
the year, and we look forward to seeing you all at one of our events.
Our ﬁrst follows the theme of Black History. The speakers are Dr
Reuben Loﬀman and Dr Miranda Kaufmann.

We look forward to seeing you soon!

Sam Winton & Ruth lrwin
Editor-in-Chief & Commissioning-editor
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Mandela during his me in Robben Island.1 He was said to have recited it, universalising
his life experiences through his readings.2 It is o en a common view that Mandela was
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simply des ned for greatness from birth, however, this essay will aim to unpick this
theory and examine how Mandela took aspects from each part of his early life and
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argue that that is what made him the man the world knows of today. To do this, his
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early life will be split into three stages; ﬁrstly looking at his family life in the Transkei and

jus ﬁed?

examining his ‘royal’ connec ons, secondly looking at his schooling and ﬁnally his

Ibrahim Jalal

experiences at Fort Hare. However, before doing this, it is necessary to address the
issues that arise from using biographies primarily as a source.

Many biographers feed into the ‘Mandela Myth’. Elleke Boehmer suggests that
all the standard biographies take a similar generic path of a ‘ready-made journey
mo f’.3 Boemher’s book Nelson Mandela; A Very Short Introduc on is cri cal of the
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But the main thing that is taken away is how much his early life has aﬀected his
narra ve that biographers such as Fa ma Meer, Antony Sampson and David
subsequent development. In this, Mandela a empts to paint himself as a man of the
Meredith have played into. There is also the ques on of whether Mandela himself
people, from his humble upbringings in the Transkei with the no on of working hard
has added to this myth. In his autobiography A Long Walk to Freedom he exempliﬁes
for something. This can, undeniably, be seen as a pa ern throughout his later life in his
the ‘onward and upwards trajectory’ that Boemher again addresses.4 Claiming that
willingness to die for his cause.
the type of narra ve was a common theme that can be seen throughout the coming
of age stories of Africans, including those of Walter Sisulu, Oliver Tambo and Albert
Luthuli, Mandela is simply following this pa ern. Since many of the biographies have
been wri en based on Mandela’s, it can be said that he is responsible for crea ng, at

The earliest stages of his life were greatly inﬂuenced by his homeland and
subsequently his genealogy. Mary Benson, in her biography of Mandela suggests that it
was in the fer le grounds of the Transkei that his love for his country and his people
took root, linking his na ve homeland with his poli cal cause.7 At the start of David

least part of the myth that surrounds his persona.

Meredith’s biography of Mandela, one of the ﬁrst things he notes is his royal
It is important to note the context to which Mandela grew up in; that is, un l
connec on, sta ng that despite only descending from a minor branch of the dynasty
he reached Johannesburg he had managed to avoid the no on of being racially
‘his link with the Thembu royal family was to have a marked inﬂuence on both his
inferior.5 Despite the white mission teachers on their ‘civilising mission’ he had never

character and his fortunes’.8 Meredith is far from the only biographer to men on this

faced serious racial prejudices. He lived in, eﬀec vely, a black world. The fact that
link. This royal connec on would be the deciding factor in his trajectory toward
since he has come to the media’s a en on, he has been judged as a black man in
becoming the ﬁgure he is today. Despite much disagreement, it seems hard to deny
what was then seen as a white racially superior country; Boemher states that he was
never subject of derogatory white eyes and that he lived in a world where, if one

that without the royal connec on and being handed to Chief Jongintaba a er his
father’s death, he may not have had a chance to progress in his educa on. Subsequent

6

worked hard rewards would be given, be it ‘worldly or spiritual’. Does this too play
into the Mandela myth? Was his autobiography wri en to tell the white men of his
struggle against their oppression or to tell black men that they can rise above the
prejudice? It would appear that he appeals to both.

5

paragraphs will argue that this got him to the peak of his career. Tom Lodge, in his
book, Mandela; A Cri cal Life, suggests that this is not all he got from his genealogy; he
says it is also the key to his charisma.9 The idea of ‘roots were des ny’ would s ck with
him throughout his life un l later when he was able to take a step back and look at it
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A er land disputes with the Bri sh, Gadla was stripped of his tle and his wealth;

more cri cally.10
Mandela’s father, Gadla Henry Mphakanyiswa, was wealthy enough to own

David James Smith in Young Mandela, suggests that this was the deﬁning moment

four wives, fathering thirteen children, of which Mandela was the youngest boy. As a

in Mandela’s life.16 However, Meredith argues that it was in 1929 with the death of

father ﬁgure, he was very inﬂuen al in Mandela’s early childhood. Even without his

his father that was the key life changing event. Mandela himself states in his

royal

connec ons, in his autobiography when talking about his father, Mandela

autobiography, ‘my father’s passing changed my whole life in a way that I did not

claims he was a very good orator. Despite the fact he could not read or write he had

suspect at the me’.17 His mother was unable to pay for his school fees, but due to

the ability to cap vate his audiences, by entertaining as well as teaching.11 This is a

his royal connec ons Mandela was taken under the wing of Chief Jongintaba

trait that he clearly passed down to his son, linking back to Lodge’s idea of his charis-

Dalindyebo; the ac ng regent of the Thembu people.18 This is the point at which it

ma coming from his genealogy. Furthermore, Mandela goes onto say that his father

can be argued that his royal connec ons had in some way privileged him. If

possessed a proud rebelliousness and sense of fairness that he can see in himself.12

Jongintaba did not help him further his educa on, Mandela’s life could have played
out very diﬀerently.

Mandela’s mother too was very inﬂuen al in her son’s rela onship with women; he says his mother was the centre of his world.13 Meredith talks of Mandela’s at

Mandela’s life changed drama cally upon taking residence at the Great Pal-

ease personality around women, commen ng that he felt comfortable and that he

ace with Chief Jongintaba. Meredith put forward the idea that Mandela ‘absorbed’

was able to admit his weaknesses to women as he was unable to do with men.14

the chieﬂy ways of Jongintaba. At tribal mee ngs he would let everyone talk and

A er his father death when they moved to Qunu, Mandela was surrounded by mainly
women; the men of the village were away for most of the year working on farms.
Since his childhood was ﬁlled with close family and friends, whilst on Robben Island
he was wracked with guilt, by the fact that he had split his family up, and upon his
release tried to rebuild a close connec on. This centrality of family seems to have

absorb what they were saying, and once it came

me to close the mee ng

Jongintaba would make a statement and a empt to ﬁnd a consensus of views.
Mandela himself also makes this connec on and says that his own no ons of
leadership were ‘substan ally shaped by what he observed as a child in the Great
Palace’.19 This is what Mandela himself draws upon in the African Na onal Congress

stemmed from the long Thembu tradi onal view of having a very large family support

(ANC). One par cular strand where this can be seen in is the tolerance of

system.15

communism and Indians, ﬁnding a common poli cal stance that all the diﬀerent
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him at the school. When on Robben Island he would recite Macaulay’s lines on

groups could agree upon.
Mandela’s awareness of African na onalism became apparent during the lessons
given to him at Jongintaba’s Great Palace. It was here that he started to take an interest
in African history. Before he had only heard Xhosa history, much of Africa’s local history
being transmi ed orally at this me, par cularly in rural contexts; Jongintaba opened his
eyes to other African heroes.20 Another lesson Mandela claims to have learnt from the
chief was ‘a highly developed sense of dignity’ and from a young age Mandela learnt that
to humiliate another person, was to make him suﬀer an unnecessary cruel fate, sta ng
‘even as a boy, I learnt to defeat my opponents without dishonouring them’.21 This once
again is a technique that can be seen throughout his poli cal career.

Two ins tu ons that ruled Mandela’s life at the Great Palace were chie aincy
and the church.22 Lodge states, when talking about Jongintaba preparing him for
chie aincy, that Mandela decided then that he never wanted to rule over oppressed
peoples.23 This is par cularly signiﬁcant to his later poli cal life as he based much of his
ideal of a democra c South Africa on this principle.

The church was said to be

something that had a great inﬂuence on his development throughout his life. The church
was another very inﬂuen al place for Mandela, he was a student at Clarkesbury mission,
where he ﬁrst encountered a notable Bri sh bias in his educa on- only being taught
English, Xhosa, History and Geography – the missionaries had a strong belief in the
virtues of the Bri sh empire and their civilising mission.24 Despite Mandela disliking their

Hora us to honour his fallen comrades.25
Upon Arrival at Clarkesbury, Mandela suggested himself, that he was
somewhat stuck up. However, the teachers at the mission school treated him
exactly like every other student, which he said had probably been a good lesson.26
Far from his royal connec ons, he was seen as somewhat of a ‘Yokel country boy
who could barely walk in his new shoes’.27 Smith says that the mission school
allowed Mandela to mix with many diﬀerent people from across South Africa, but
counteracts what Mandela says and claims he “s ll saw himself as part of an elite
tribe, the Thembu”.28 From his missionary schooling it would seem that this was a
period of his life when he was learning to embrace not only the new English culture
being pushed on them, but also to embrace other African tribes. Although
Clarkesbury “broadened his horizons” he claims he did not leave a totally open
minded individual.29

Mandela later moved onto Healdtown, once referred to as ‘a li le slice of
England’30 where he was taught to believe “the best ideas were Bri sh ideas, the
best government was the Bri sh Government and the best men were Englishmen”.
In this period of his life Mandela was being bombarded by Bri sh values and morals,
by people very much under the Bri sh Empire mentality and this seemed to have a
profound eﬀect on him. He himself said that he has much respect for the Bri sh

mo ves behind the educa on he was given, he nonetheless took in what they taught

9
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a ‘university’ within itself. Fort Hare also set him up for life a er prison, in that it in
some ways westernised him. It was here that he learnt more about western culture

31

of authority. This goes even further back to him being taught to respect his elders by
his family. The propaganda bombardment of the Bri sh Empire was strongly

such as sleeping in pyjamas and brushing his teeth with toothpaste and not ash; he
also took part in ballroom dancing and several diﬀerent sports.38

counteracted by the Xhosa writer Samuel Mqhayi, a man who felt very passionately
about the way African history was being taught. He gave, upon his visit to Healdtown, a
speech about the curse of foreign culture and how the strength of African culture
would eventually rise up and overcome this.32 This event was described by Mandela as

‘With the university being such an important black elite establishment, many
of the future black elites passed through the ins tu on. It is said that Oliver Tambo
stood out to Mandela as he was one of the few science students who was ‘poli cally
ar culate’

33

like “a comet streaking across the sky”.

and

argumenta ve.39

Tambo

came

from

humble

beginnings,

acknowledges Meredith, his parents were poor and he was rescued from his village
Samuel Mqhayi was one of two people that had a major eﬀect on Mandela’s

by Anglican missionaries.40 It was through the Student Chris an Associa on and the

ideological views, the other being Chief Meligqili, Jongintaba’s brother, who gave a

football team which Mandela properly met Tambo, despite their li le contact during

speech at Mandela’s circumcision. This speech condemned foreign presence in South

that me at the university, they would later form a lifelong friendship which was to

Africa, yet it failed to acknowledge the value of educa on and the beneﬁts that the

become, as Meredith puts it “a central part of Mandela’s life”.41 His closest friend at

whites had brought to their country.34 Lodge talks of Mandela, a er this speech,

Fort Hare was Kaiser Matanzima, who would later become a ﬁerce opponent of the

feeling ‘galvanized and confused.’35

ANC. Mandela condemned him of his de facto support of the apartheid
government.42 The government tried to play on this connec on in nego a ng with

Fort Hare at the me was a ground breaking ins tu on, gradua ng from there
Mandela condi ons for his release from prison; however, he sternly refused these
almost guaranteed one access into any job open to blacks in South Africa, so for
terms. His friendship with Paul Mahabane was par cularly inﬂuen al, as the son of
Mandela to gain entry was a huge achievement in itself.36 In his ﬁrst year at Fort Hare
the twice president-general of the ANC, , one incident with a white man at the post
he studied English, anthropology, poli cs, na ve administra on and Roman Law.

37

oﬃce acted as a point of realisa on for Mandela that the black man didn’t have to
When looking at his life on Robben Island, there are numerous accounts of him

accept the pe y indigni es that the white men threw at him.43

teaching other prisoners about poli cs and hence the idea emerged that the island was

11
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It was not just Mandela’s fellow pupils that shaped him at university, it was also

Smith jokingly writes of the lesson Mandela took from playing John Wilkes Booth in

the professors. Z. K. Ma hews was one of the ﬁrst to graduate from Fort Hare in 1924,

a drama society produc on, ‘a small but crucial role, laden with temp ng

he studied the origins of the Civil Rights movement in America, by looking at Booker. T.

symbolism about the dangers of standing up for what you believe in.48

Washington’s Up From Slavery, an autobiography of Washington himself which
documented his life from slave child, through the diﬃcul es to get an educa on in the
segregated America. When Mandela was there Ma hews was preaching success
through hard work and modera on as Washington’s book had.

44

Smith notes that

throughout Ma hews’ me at Fort Hare his poli cal stance change. In the early days,
when Mandela was enrolled in the college he would have been considered a moderate,
however, by the mid-1960s he had become more radicalised and his lectures o en out

One of the overriding themes of Mandela’s early life was the fact that he
grew up in an environment that was free from overt racism. This shaped his vision
of a racially equal world; however he had to go to Johannesburg and witness the
racial discrimina on to fully get a picture of the situa on in South Africa. It would
seem unfair to suggest that he, since the speech from Chief Meligqili, was set on his
path to make South Africa racially equal as he had not truly felt racial prejudice un l
later in his earlier life.

rightly cri cised the government.45 Mandela also had great respect for D.D.T Jabavu, the
It is clear to see that many events and people from Nelson Mandela’s life up
ﬁrst black professor at Fort Hare, who informed him of facts about his father that he had
un l 1940 had a huge eﬀect on the man that he is today. His geneology, family and
never been told, as he was a specialist in Xhosa genealogy.46 It was at Fort Hare that he
the tribal se ng to which he grew up in would seem to have been the main aspect
was able to connect his early childhood with his future.
of shaping his personality. His me with Jongintaba taught him leadership skills, to
Before a ending Fort Hare Mandela had not given much serious thought to poli-

which he drew upon throughout his life par cularly during his leadership of the ANC

cs; however, it was here that he was nominated to stand as a candidate for one of the

and his presidency from 1994 to 1999. His mission schooling gave him his deep

six seats on the Student Representa ve Council (SRC), which he was later successfully

religious beliefs, and also it was here which he became scep cal of the foreign in-

elected for. During Mandela’s

me there, complaints about the food given to the

terven on in South Africa. It was at Fort Hare where he had his ﬁrst real taste of

students reached boiling point and the SRC went through various boyco s. The result of

poli cs, and where he met people who inﬂuenced his ideology and some who

these incidents brought out Mandela’s stubborn side, one given to him by his

would later become his comrades in the ﬁght against the apartheid government.

notoriously stubborn father.47
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Henceforth, it can be concluded that the early events in Mandela’s life had a

Notes

profound eﬀect on the trajectory that the rest of his life and poli cal career would
follow.
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Reconstruc on pre-1950s was governed by William Dunning and John Burgess, who
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right the to vote. By the 1960s this discourse of racist thought was being cri cised by
revisionists, who examined the experiences of blacks and suggested that
reconstruc on, whilst essen ally being a failure, did have some posi ve outcomes.
Post-revisionist C. Vann Woodward has oﬀered further interpreta ons, emphasising
that Reconstruc on was ‘conserva ve’; others argue that it did not go far enough.1 The
complexity of Reconstruc on is therefore evident in the myriad debates and con nuing
eﬀorts of historians to reassess the period. Yet it can be examined by looking at its
poli cal and economic consequences, as well as considering the eﬀect it had upon the
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period that aﬀected people diﬀerently depending on their

17

18

Black History Issue

Queen Mary History Journal

Vivian Nabukenya

Was Reconstruc on a failure?

were able to occupy prominent posi ons, many blacks were s ll unrepresented.

class, colour and state loca on.
The understanding of this epoch as a ‘failure’ can ﬁrst be addressed by looking at the

Privileged southern whites angered by the Reconstruc on acts implemented a series of

poli cal consequences of Reconstruc on. The ﬁ eenth amendment granted African

measures that curtailed and eﬀec vely disenfranchised blacks, the illiterate and poor

Americans the right to vote. According to Leon F. Litwack, this new poli cal power bestowed

whites a er the Reconstruc on period. For instance, in 1889-90, poll taxes were

upon the blacks was a triumph, as they voted in ‘overwhelming numbers’ with turn-outs

introduced in Florida and Mississippi; anyone who did not pay could not vote. The la er

exceeding 90 per cent, and exercised their power through par cipa on in rallies, parades and

state also enacted literacy tests and grandfather clauses.8 For Steven Hahn, however, the

23

in running for elected oﬃce. Indeed, Eric Foner notes the emergence of black Republicans

Ku Klux Klan was an even more important deterrence from the ballot box. The Klan’s
including P. B. S. Pinchback and Pierre Landry, to name but two, who ﬁlled posi ons as

ac vi es such as lynching, patrolling and torture imposed great fear of violence upon
congressmen, local oﬃcials, mayors and speakers in the south. In this way, the ﬁ eenth
amendment expanded the ci zenry of African Americans, allowing them for the ﬁrst me to
independently shape the poli cal makeup of America. For William Dunning, Reconstruc on

blacks. As Hahn puts it, ‘poli cal power in the Reconstruc on South grew out of the
barrel of a gun’.9 Therefore, whilst the Fi eenth Amendment was a signiﬁcant

was in fact less eﬀec ve than these posi ve life-stories imply. He promoted the idea of the

milestone, it was ul mately a poli cal failure, as it did not protect and guarantee rights.

‘undoing of Reconstruc on’, emphasising that Africans Americans in power were actually

There were too many loopholes that allowed Southern whites to undermine its

incompetent and barbaric, prac cing ‘tricks and knavery rather than the useful arts of poli-

inten on.

cs’.4 5 Contemporary ac vist W. E. B. Du Bois appears to agree, having stated that ‘negroes…

Another branch of research that has led historians to suggest that there were
share of the spoils is true’. However, he counters Dunning’s racial generalisa on by arguing
that only a small minority of black poli cians took part, and those who did were o en
deceived and misrepresented by commentators.6 Du Bois explains that many more blacks

limita ons with Reconstruc on was the failure of its economic policies to improve the
posi ons of blacks. One aim of Presiden al Reconstruc on was to rebuild the economy

implemented reforms than were corrupt; the failure of Reconstruc on should not, therefore,

in states damaged by the Civil War through various enterprises and programs. Eric Foner,

be traced to them, but rather to Southern whites, who used a ‘Reign of Terror’, discredi ng

who observed the implementa on of this economic legisla on, explains that these

black poli cians and disenfranchising blacks as result of their growing and ﬂourishing reform

enterprises led to ‘profound changes’, including the expansion of factory produc on, the

movement.7

establishment of the mining fron er and railroad aid.10 However, Hahn presents a

Thus, Dunning’s account should not be overstated. Whilst some freedmen

19

somewhat diﬀerent picture, sta ng that these measures accomplished ‘virtually nothing’;
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only a mere 422 miles of track were laid in eleven confederacy states, whilst other

Was Reconstruc on a failure?

a series of ideological changes that were already being promoted by antebellum
Southerners in the 1850s.16 Moreover, unlike McPherson, the Dunning school believed

states obtained no aid at all.11

that the consequences of Reconstruc on had thrown the south into ‘economic despair’,
Post-revisionists have also exampled the fu lity of a empted economic

further aliena ng the region a er the Civil War.17 The new system of labour and the

reform in the Freedmen’s Bureau promise to distribute ‘forty acres and a mule’ to
shi

to industrialisa on beneﬁ ed wealthy Northern and Southern capitalists at the

former slaves. This was a fanciful proposi on and in reality, while slavery was
expense of blacks and poor whites, who were exploited, becoming an economic liability.
eroded by the thirteenth amendment, it was quickly replaced by sharecropping – a
The ‘wage of the Negro worker, despite the war amendments, was to the level of bare
new system of exploita on. Under the scheme, poor whites and blacks were

subsistence by…. every method of discrimina on’.18 Thus, Horace Mann Bond argues

trapped into a spiral of debt as they rented plots from landowners. Although labour
that Reconstruc on was a largely a failure because its legisla ons and agencies had le
rela ons did change, sharecropping s ll ﬁrmly entrenched inequality, retying

blacks poor and had not protected their economic rights.19

freedmen back into an intricate hierarchical system. An ex-slave owner in Richmond
neatly concluded that sharecropping was commercially beneﬁcial to him, as it was
‘quite as cheap to hire our labour as to own it’.12 Reconstruc on helped to usher in
an ‘economic revolu on on a mighty scale’ transforming the Confederacy into what

Works on Reconstruc on have also jus ﬁed that it was a disaster by looking at
the day-to-day lives of blacks, which were shaped by further inequality and the
ins tu onalisa on of segrega on. The white response to emancipa on was bi er both
in the North and South, and freedmen were faced with great hos lity from all ranks of

James M. McPherson dubbed a ‘New South’.13

society. In the North the inﬂux of blacks received nega ve reac ons from white workers,
Following the example of the more modern industrial North, Southern
who perceived the freedmen as new compe

on in the labour market. Most striking,

industry relocated its capital from agricultural crops to tobacco and iron,
however, is the nega ve sen ment and resistance found in the Post-bellum South,
experiencing a ‘spectacular growth in the 1880s’, along with the emergence of
where landowners were coming to terms with the loss of their authority over slaves,
industrialists such as James B. Duke of Durham.14 As Alex Lichtenstein (paraphrasing
and the concept that they were now equal in terms of poli cal and civil rights with the
Barbara Fields) puts it, ‘the economy of the south saw a transi on between one
‘ﬁeld-hands’. There are many instances of growing violence against blacks, including
15

dominant mode of produc on [slavery] and another [capitalism]’. John Majewski
‘murders, shoo ngs, whippings, robbing and brutal treatment of every kind’,
highlights that this was not a sudden phenomenon; Reconstruc on facilitated
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organised not only by the Ku Klux Klan but also by members of the general public.20
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Lastly, another issue that must be addressed in regards to the disappointments of the
Reconstruc on era is women. Central to the objec ve behind emancipa on was that it

Interpreta ons of Reconstruc on have commonly focussed predominantly
had to provide equality to the oppressed group (slaves), yet what it had done was
on the resentment displayed towards blacks. To grasp a wider picture, our a en on
virtually ignore another element of its ci zenry – women. Drew Gilpin Faust argues that
should also be directed towards hatred amongst whites themselves, par cularly
women, like slaves, had played a crucial role on the home front during the civil war. Not
from southerners who discriminated against “carpetbaggers” (Northerners who

surprisingly, however, tradi onal narra ves have largely focused on men.22 Demands for

moved to the South during reconstruc on) and “scalawaggs” (Southerners who
women’s suﬀrage had emerged before Reconstruc on, led by ac vists including Frances
voted Republican and supported reconstruc on). This discrimina on, of course,
Wright, Ernes ne Rose and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. The cause was later

advanced

should be contextualised; the greater hos lity was predominantly shown towards
by Fredrick Douglas, who established the Americans Equal Rights Associa on in 1866
blacks. Another historiographical warning came from Du Bois, who argued that
advoca ng equal rights for women. Nevertheless, Ellen Carol Du Bois commented that
scholarly work o en ignored the posi ve outcomes of Reconstruc on. When
the universal suﬀrage campaign ‘lacked the urgent power of contemporary crisis’ eviassessing its aﬀects upon the day-to-day lives of the emancipated people, he
dent in the ﬁ eenth amendment, which stressed the expansion of poli cal rights only
described the success of the Freedmen’s Bureau, which undertook the ‘herculean

‘on account of race, color, or previous condi on of servitude’. 23 24 Donna Lee

Dick-

tasks’ of funding educa on, helping families to reunite, and providing food, water
erson also supports this conten on, explaining that Congress was only willing to ra fy
21

and clothing.

Yet Du Bois’s angle, too, is far from convincing; the Freedmen’s
legisla on

it

considered

to

be

‘absolutely

necessary’.25

In

this

regard

Bureau only lasted un l 1872. Also, much of the Reconstruc on legisla on was
reconstruc on was a failure, as it overlooked women’s suﬀrage.
quickly phased out, including the reversal of the 1875 Civil Rights Bill in 1883 and the
Hayes-Tillman Compromise, which led to the emergence of Jim Crow laws. From this

Since the early scholarly study of Reconstruc on, there has been a predominant feeling

evidence, it is clear that the emancipa on of the slaves brought with it new

amongst historians that it was a failure. Undeniably, Reconstruc on provided a legal framework

prospects, but also new anxie es and challenges. Therefore, in the over-all eﬀort to

for the poli cal and civil rights of emancipated slaves, through legisla on and the thirteenth,

change the day-to-day lives of Negroes it was, as Du Bois famously put it, a ‘splendid

fourteenth and ﬁ eenth amendments.

. It transformed the day-to-day lives of blacks poli cally

and economically, giving them newfound freedoms. Its posi ve legacy is that it gave the

failure’.
emancipated slaves hope and some societal inclusion. There were, however, great limita ons
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to its triumph, as sanc ons were overturned and evaded in the South, bringing new

Was Reconstruc on a failure?

Notes

and some mes greater fears for blacks and other oppressed groups. In more recent
10.

Eric Foner, Reconstruc on Revisited, Reviews in American History, Vol. 10, pp. 82–100
(p. 94).

11.
12.
13.

Foner, Reconstruc on: America's unﬁnished revolu on, p. 213.
Litwack, Been in the storm so long: the a ermath of slavery, p. 197.
W. E. B. Du Bois, Black reconstruc on in America: an essay toward a history of the
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James M., McPherson, Ordeal by ﬁre: the Civil War and Reconstruc on (New York:
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studies of Reconstruc on, the success of the Civil Rights movement has provided a
comparison which furthers the idea that the a empted reforms of the period failed.
When African Americans were given full poli cal and civil rights, the very limited
successes of Reconstruc on became less impressive in comparison. As Du Bois puts
it, “the slave went free; stood a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again

15.

toward slavery”.26
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Did Black Suﬀrage Secure Black Freedom In The Reconstruc on South?

the Reconstruc on Era was this ‘brief moment in the sun’ for African-American

Did Black suffrage secure Black freedom in the
Reconstruction South?

freedom, and this was due to the gran ng of black suﬀrage. For black suﬀrage secured
not only ci zenship, but was ‘protec ve’ through African-Americans capturing poli cal
power in the ‘oﬃcial’ realm of poli cs at na onal and state levels, but more importantly

Andrew Short
“and so the slave went free, stood a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again toward

at the local everyday level.
Though it may seem a superﬂuous requirement, suﬀrage is in need of deﬁning.

slavery.”1

Because if a narrow view of suﬀrage is held; the mere act of pu ng an elec on paper

W.E B Du Bois, Black Reconstruc on in America

into a ballot box, this clearly rules out black freedom for nearly half the

This famous statement by the pioneering black intellectual Du Bois, is the best

African-American popula on; women. Furthermore, this narrow view of suﬀrage only

characterisa on of the African-American experience from Emancipa on, through

encompasses black poli cal ac vity in the ‘oﬃcial’ realm of poli cs. It will be argued

Reconstruc on and then Redemp on. 2 African-Americans had secured a ‘new birth

that grassroots poli cal ac vity that suﬀrage legi mised, which did not necessarily

of freedom’ whereby the cha els of slavery, worn for two hundred years, had been

include the act of vo ng, was as much a guarantor of black freedom as black

forever broken. Not only this, but with the advent of Congressional or ‘Radical’

Congressmen or Sheriﬀs.

Reconstruc on, freedmen had secured the right of suﬀrage and acceptance into

The more conten ous aspect to be deﬁned is freedom; speciﬁcally how did

American democra c discourse. Yet with the Redemp on of the white South, African

African-Americans conceive of their new status? Contrary to Southern white opinion

-Americans sank back into second class ci zenship.

free blacks had a real understanding of what freedom meant.4 Firstly, freedom meant

The Reconstruc on Era has been subject to much historical analysis. With

the restora on of families broken up by slavery, as Steven Hahn describes this, “may be

Revisionists and Post-Revisionists coming to varying conclusions on whether the

regarded as among the ﬁrst poli cal acts that simultaneously rejected the legacy of

‘mere’ gran ng of suﬀrage was enough to secure black freedom, especially when, as

enslavement and celebrated the vitals of freedom.”5 Secondly, it meant the crea on of

post-revisionists highlight, the economic structure of the post-bellum South was vir-

separate and dis nct ins tu ons, especially churches, free from white control.6

tually unchanged from the antebellum era.3 Yet despite this, it will be argued that

Furthermore, freedom meant the access to educa on that had been denied to them as
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slaves.7 These are three speciﬁc pillars of African-American freedom that were de-

Andrew Short

Did Black Suﬀrage Secure Black Freedom In The Reconstruc on South?

to the ballot box.”9
However, this point is deeper, for in the democra c poli cal culture of the

nied to them as slaves.
However, though the three elements were vitally important to black
freedom, to simply restrict freedom to them does not do jus ce to black aspira ons.
Because African-Americans conceived of freedom in the same manner as any
Americans, that is the freedom embodied in America’s republican heritage. This
sen ment is embodied in the words of black Freedmen’s Bureau oﬃcial John M
Langston, who said of the Declara on of Independence, it was “the broadest, the
deepest, the most comprehensive and truthful deﬁni on of human freedom that

United States suﬀrage meant inclusion into the collec ve public life, as Frederick
Douglass claimed, “But here [the USA], where universal suﬀrage is the fundamental idea
of the Government, to rule us [black men] out is to make us an excep on, to brand us
with the s gma of inferiority.”10 Thus, suﬀrage secured black freedom because ﬁrstly, it
fulﬁlled a promise of American ci zenship repudia ng the legacy of slavery. Secondly;
because it put freedmen on par with whites, both engaged in the mainstream
democra c poli cal discourse.

was ever given to the world.”8 The classical republican rights and liber es associated

The suﬀrage gained and the poli cal power it aﬀorded was not mere symbolism,

with the tradi onal concep on of American freedom were just as important to

but was employed to safeguard black freedom in the Reconstruc on South. Indeed,

African-Americans. Thus, African-American freedom had a dual nature, focussing on

Union General turned poli cian, Carl Schurz emphasised make black freedom real it

the three speciﬁc aspects related to their experience as slaves, but also the wider

would be necessary to, “grant to the freedman some measure of self-protec ng power

no ons of American republican freedom.

in the form of suﬀrage.”11 This argument is credible, because through the poli cal

The gran ng of suﬀrage to freedmen of the South can be viewed as securing
black freedom because it conferred one of the key rights of American ci zenship

power freedmen a ained in Southern State Congress’ they were able to enact
legisla on that protected and furthered black freedom.

upon African-Americans. This is not a point to dismiss, for in our age of poli cal

The most obvious example of such measures is the crea on of public school

apathy it is easy to forget how signiﬁcant the right of suﬀrage was. No other act

systems throughout the Reconstruc on South, as Du Bois states, “the public school

could further renounce African-Americans past as slaves. The veteran aboli onist

systems in most Southern State began with the enfranchisement of the Negro.”12 In

William Lloyd Garrison proclaimed that nothing equalled “this wonderful, quiet,

Reconstruc on Florida the number of children enrolled in public schools trebled, whilst

sudden transforma on of four million human being from (…) the auc on-block

in South Carolina, the only state where freedmen had a majority on State Congress,
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the number of pupils increased from 30,000 to 123,000.13 As stated earlier,

Did Black Suﬀrage Secure Black Freedom In The Reconstruc on South?

For many freedmen, this dependency on the former master could not be equated with
freedom. Freedom meant gaining economic autonomy, whereby they could control the

educa on was a central pillar of African-American’s concep on of freedom. Not
condi ons and terms of labour.18 In par cular, this is linked to the African-American
only in educa on, but in labour rela ons freedmen’s poli cal power circumvented
speciﬁc concep on of freedom, as freedmen desired to withdraw their wives and
abuses by white employers that hampered black freedom. One measure used by
children from labour, in order that their children could go to school and women could
planta on employers was to pay freedmen in checks that were only redeemable at
14

look a er their families.19 Moreover, the sen ment of economic freedom is most

a planta on store, yet the South Carolina legislature outlawed such prac se.

clearly illustrated in African-Americans desires for land redistribu on. Even before the
Hence, suﬀrage secured black freedom, because through the poli cal power it
advent of Radical Reconstruc on this was deeply held; when Gen. Sherman and
granted to African-Americans, they were able to protect and promote their
Secretary of War Stanton met with black leaders in Savannah, G.A 1865 and asked them
freedom.
what freedom meant to blacks, the leaders responded it involved, “placing us where we
In contrast, it has been argued that the gran ng of suﬀrage was a fu le
gesture for black freedom, when the economics of the South remained unchanged.
Eric Foner emphasises that ul mately Reconstruc on failed to secure black freedom
because the lack of capital or land redistribu on. This failure ensured ﬁrstly, the
survival of the planter class and their poli cal power, secondly; that
African-Americans became a class of dependent labourers.

15

could reap the fruit of our own labor, take care of ourselves …The way we can best take
care of ourselves is to have land, and turn it and ll it by our own labor.”20 Hence, it
could be argued that black suﬀrage did not secure black freedom because
freed-peoples were s ll under the economic control of whites; this dependency was a
blight on black freedom.

In many ways blacks
Nevertheless, the fact there was no land redistribu on does not entail that black

were s ll under the economic power of whites; a sen ment echoed by ex-slave
freedom was insecure. Primarily ‘digging’ freedom out of the soil required signiﬁcant
Thomas Hall, who lamented in old age, “we s ll had to depend on the southern
white man for work, food and clothing.”16 Despite the free labour ideology, even

capital investment that few former slaves could aﬀord.21 And without some form of
poli cal power access to capital and markets would be blocked.22 Moreover,

a er the outlaw of ‘Black Codes’, freedmen did not enter into labour contracts
sharecropping, the eventual arrangement of free black labour, gave freed peoples
similar to the Northern worker, but a contract that s pulated objec ve terms of
service and imposed strict condi ons of demeanour and a tude on the labourer.17

considerably more power over the condi ons of labour than wage labour. In par cular
it structured labour around the family unit, which was central to black freedom,
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freedom.23 Addi onally, sharecropping oﬀered an escape from gang labour and
white supervision.24 Though now possessed with nega ve connota ons, at the me
it was understood diﬀerently. Sharecropping, as Foner himself writes, “aﬀorded
agricultural labourers more control over their own

me, labour, and family

arrangements, and more hope of economic advancement than many other modes of
labour organisa on.”25 Furthermore, it must be remembered the plight of the small
scale white farmers during this Era, par cularly with the advent of the ‘Long

Did Black Suﬀrage Secure Black Freedom In The Reconstruc on South?

was one of the foremost advocates of black suﬀrage in the Reconstruc on Era.28 Not
just in Louisiana, but throughout the Reconstruc on South the leading black poli cians
had three common denominators; they were freedmen pre-Civil War, they either
owned small businesses or were skilled labourers and they overwhelming lived in urban
areas of the South.29 This suggests that black suﬀrage may not have secured black
freedom for many former slaves, to the same extent as those who were already
economically secure were able to enjoy the classical republican liberty.

Depression’ in the 1870s, blacks would have hardly been immune.26 Therefore, to

Yet the ac ons of freedmen themselves demonstrate that despite economic

claim that African-American freedom was insecure because of the lack of land

in mida on, in prac se it was no such impediment to black freedom. The exceedingly

redistribu on is mistaken, as sharecropping aﬀorded African-Americans many

high voter registra on and elec on turnout amongst freedmen clearly illustrates this.

freedoms they desired. And land redistribu on without poli cal power would have

For example, in Dougherty and Sumter Coun es in rural ‘co on belt’ Georgia, out of

been fruitless.

black vo ng popula on of 2300, near 2000 black voters registered in each county
respec vely.30 Furthermore, when elec ons were held for State Conven ons in 1867,

Was the freedom secured by suﬀrage universal to all African-Americans, or
was the freedom greater or lesser to certain groups or classes? It is arguable that the
gran ng of black suﬀrage dispropor onality secured the freedom of those
African-Americans who possessed economic security; whilst those who did not have
this security, predominantly ex-slaves, being dependent on whites, were subject to
economic in mida on which diminished their freedom. For many former-slaves in
the rural South ‘survival-ship’ took precedence over abstract no ons of rights and

voter turnout amongst freedmen was exceedingly high, in Virginia turnout was 90 per
cent, in Georgia 75 per cent and in Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana 80 per cent of
eligible freedmen voted.31 Though many of the leading black poli cians were of a more
privileged background than the newly liberated former slaves, poli cs in any society is
generally the reserve of the privileged. Thus, black suﬀrage did secure African-American
freedom in the Reconstruc on South because it was not restricted to the economic
independent, but those freedmen who s ll depended on whites economically.

27

suﬀrage. Indeed, it is no coincidence that The New Orleans Tribune, representa ve
of the economically secure and prosperous black Creole community in Louisiana,
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poli cal power. In par cular, African-Americans were underrepresented in the
poli cal realm, even during Radical Reconstruc on; there were only two black US
Senators, sixteen US Representa ves and no elected governors.32 In State
Legislatures, only in South Carolina did freedmen have a majority, and even elected
a black speaker, whilst in Mississippi despite being another state with a black
majority popula on, poli cs was controlled by white ‘carpet baggers.’33 Moreover,
few freedmen held major oﬃces during the Reconstruc on Era, in ﬁve states; Texas,
North Carolina, Alabama, Georgia and Virginia no African-American held a major
oﬃce, and only in Louisiana did blacks hold more than one major oﬃce.34 This
ques ons whether black suﬀrage secured black freedom because it suggests African
-Americans did not achieve the poli cal power and inﬂuence on the State and
Federal level necessary to protect and promote black freedom.

Andrew Short

Did Black Suﬀrage Secure Black Freedom In The Reconstruc on South?

Nashville, Tennessee council was over a third African-American.37 Far from
inconsequen al, the poli cal power exercised on a local level was in many ways more
signiﬁcant and relevant to ordinary folk than legislatures or Federal representa ves; as
local oﬃcials dealt with the “prac cal rights of the people.”38 For example, in the South
Carolina rice growing region planters complained at the elec on of blacks to local
oﬃces as it ‘complicated’ labour rela ons between working freedmen and white
employers, as it curbed the abuses of white employers such as withholding pay or
freedmen’s share of the crop.39

Nevertheless, there were s ll obstruc ons to African-Americans a aining local
oﬃces, in par cular the pos ng of bond requirement, which few African-Americans
could reasonably aﬀord. Sheriﬀs had to post bonds between $5000 and $90,000, whilst
tax assessors and collectors had to post as much as double the tax income of their

Despite this, to restrict the scope of analysis to the higher levels of poli cal

coun es and even a lowly clerk had to post several thousand dollars.40 However this

oﬃce is to neglect the extent of black poli cal inﬂuence in local oﬃces and the

bond requirement should not be interpreted as sugges ng black freedom was insecure.

grassroots poli cal ac vity of African-Americans. The largest numbers of black oﬃce

For this same requirement existed in the Antebellum South and to white as well as

holders were at a local level, on coun es or small municipali es. Over one thousand

black oﬃce holders; and in actual fact Reconstruc on State legislatures altered the

elec ve or appoin ve local oﬃces were ﬁlled by African-Americans in the

condi ons of bond payments so that individuals from outside of the county could

Reconstruc on South, with over 80 per cent of these oﬃces being in rural and small

contribute to the payment of a bond, thereby diminishing the stranglehold resident

town coun es.35 Indeed, African-Americans were not restricted to insigniﬁcant local

planters had over local poli cs.41 Therefore, black suﬀrage secured black freedom

oﬃces, for example there were 19 black County Sheriﬀs in Louisiana and 15 in

because African-American poli cal inﬂuence was not only restricted to the State and

Mississippi.36 In town councils there was notable African-American inﬂuence,

Federal level, but had an impact locally on issues that would aﬀect blacks
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In conﬁrming their status as ac ve ci zens involved American democra c poli cs and as an

‘everyday freedom.’

ins tu on controlled and run at a grassroots level by the community to protect their freedom.

Furthermore, the poli cal mobilisa on of African-Americans at the grassroots
Nonetheless, what use were the ‘formal’ freedoms in the Thirteenth, Fourteenth and

level illustrates that black suﬀrage secured black freedom. This grassroots poli cal
Fi eenth Amendments, when African-Americans could be murdered or subject to violence by Ku

ac vism, which the gran ng of suﬀrage legi mised, was the vehicle through which
African-Americans could stake their claim as ci zens engaged in the democra c

Klux Klan? There was an extensive campaign of terror by the Klan against African-Americans,
including murders, lynching and bea ngs which seemed to undo many of the freedoms

poli cal life of the USA.42 Addi onally, as Steven Hahn describes, the Union League

African-Americans had gained. This dichotomy is most clearly illustrated by the case of freedman

was also an African-American ins tu on for “community development, defence and

Charles Caldwell of Mississippi, as Howard Zinn describes Caldwell was “the ﬁrst Negro to kill a

self-determina on.”43 Hence it catered to the dual natured concep on of

white [in self-defence] in Mississippi and go free a er a trail. But on Christmas Day 1875, Caldwell

African-American freedom. The extent of black poli cal ac vism in the Union League
cannot be underes mated; the Union League had councils in a majority of coun es
in the South, par cularly in the ‘Black Belt.’44 This poli cal ac vism was not
restricted to men either, due to the Union League being a grassroots community
ins tu on, there was no restric on on female par cipa on. Many African-American

was shot to death by a white gang.”47 For all the rights and freedoms aﬀorded to
African-Americans, all could be undone by murder.
However, African-American suﬀrage was the best weapon to protect black freedom from
violence. Empowered with the vote African-Americans were now a major vo ng group in the
poli cal landscape to which the Republicans, and in par cular President Grant, had to give due
considera on. The Enforcement Acts are a demonstra on of this. The Acts, enacted during Grants

women u lised this freedom they found in Union League joining mee ngs, councils
presidency to combat the KKK, virtually decimated the Klan.48 Though the Acts fulﬁlled a need for

and rallies, even to the consterna on of men.
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As with local oﬃcials, the

grassroots poli cal ac vism also dealt with African-American’s ‘everyday’ freedom.

jus ce, it cannot be denied Grant was conscious of the fact that the African-American vote kept
him in power.49 In the 1868 Presiden al Elec on, the ﬁrst where black men could vote, Grant won

For example, in Ok bbeha County, Mississippi, the Union League organised a

the elec on, by a close margin of 300 000 in the popular vote, thanks to the votes of 700 000

co-opera ve store and when a local black man was arrested, the local League

freedmen.50 Therefore, black suﬀrage secured freedom because suﬀrage created a cons tuent of

marched to the county seat to protest.46 Hence, black suﬀrage and the subsequent

the electorate that poli cians needed to take considera on of when formula ng policy.

grassroots poli cal ac vity, secured black freedom because it fulﬁlled both aspects
In conclusion, suﬀrage secured this ‘brief moment in the sun’ for black freedom in the

of African-American concep on on freedom.
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Notes

concep on of freedom. It conferred ci zenship that signalled to African-Americans their
inclusion into American republican heritage. Through the poli cal power it aﬀorded, blacks
were able to promote educa on policies in State Legislatures. Though African-Americans

4.
5.
6.

were s ll ‘dependent’ on whites economically, sharecropping aﬀorded freedoms on working
condi ons and family structures. However as highlighted, freedmen did not monopolise
poli cal power on State and Federal level, but a more fundamental transforma on occurred
on a local level. Here black oﬃcials protected ‘everyday’ freedoms and grassroots poli cal

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

ac vity in the Union League was the vehicle through by which black freedom could be
realised. The importance of black suﬀrage to black freedom is demonstrated by the fact that

12.
13.

it was the loss of poli cal power that signalled the end of ‘the brief moment in the sun.’ For it
14.
was through the Redemp on of Southern whites that the campaign against black freedom
was most systema c and complete. Through this poli cal power the Redeemed
“governments slashed spending on educa on, overturned civil rights laws, promoted policies

15.
16.
17.

51

favourable to planters than labourers, and discouraged black vo ng.” This insight, on the
importance of poli cal power to black freedom, was echoed by a North Carolinian freedman
who explained to a Northern visitor on polling day, “I tell you, sah, we aint noways safe ‘long
as dem people makes de laws we’s got to be governed by.”52
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years 1866; the beginning of Radical Reconstruc on; to the commonly accepted
end of Reconstruc on 1877 and Redemp on.

3.

Eric Foner, A Short History of Reconstruc on (New York: Harper, 1990), pp.xiii-xv.
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To what extent was ‘race’ used to categorise people as ‘other’ in early modern England?

people’s iden ty was determined by their physical appearance. English society judged

To what extent was ‘race’ used to categorise people as
‘other’ in early modern England?

the skin colour of ‘others’. People who had come from Africa, usually having a diﬀerent

Joanna Hill

colour skin to those who considered themselves to be ‘English’, were not favoured

The concept of ‘race’ – understood as the categorisa on of people based on physical

within the exis ng social hierarchy. Judgments about ‘others’ based on the shape and

characteris cs – was used signiﬁcantly in classifying ‘others’. English society, in the

size of their facial features is another indicator of how English society did not consider

early modern era, conceived dis nct physical characteris cs as a determinate of a

as being agreeable features that were common amongst the people from Africa.

person’s origin. Greater numbers of ‘others’, who were people of unknown origin,

Finally the essay will examine how English society reacted to the increasing presence

came into England under the reign of Elizabeth I. Physical a ributes of ‘others’ were

of ‘others’ in Early modern England and how discrimina on manifested in a ‘racial’

judged to determine where these people ﬁ ed within the English social

manner.

hierar-

chy. The concept of ‘race’ became increasingly prevalent in early modern Europe as
people began to consider united iden

es within their society. A sense of

‘Englishness’ developed as a signiﬁcant propor on of the English popula on believed
that they had originated in England. People who came into England from elsewhere
were subsequently labelled as ‘others’ or ‘strangers’.

Biological jus ﬁca on for categorizing people by ‘race’ has been disproved. In
the nineteenth century, a empts were made to ‘systemize racial division’.1 An
extreme case of systema c racial division was the aim for the ‘consolida on of the
Aryan race’ by the Na onal Socialist German Workers’ Party in the 1920’s.2 This party
manipulated the reasoning Charles Darwin had given to try and ﬁnd a biological reason

This essay will discuss the scien ﬁc deﬁni on of race that emerged in the late

for diﬀerences between humans.3 From the ﬁndings of Darwin, a scien ﬁc deﬁni on of

eighteenth to early nineteenth century and how this is no longer compa ble due to

‘race’ developed. The Human Genome Project disproved the scien ﬁc reasoning

recent studies into the varia ons of genes across humankind. The social deﬁni on of

behind racial division “although frequencies for diﬀerent states of a gene [alleles]

‘race’, which is generally used today, will be discussed in rela on to the English early

diﬀer among races, we have no ‘race gene’- that is state’s ﬁxed in certain races and

modern deﬁni on of race. The social hierarchy that existed within early modern

absent from others.”4 It has also been argued that gene c diﬀerences between two

England will be considered, and how, due to the visual nature of English culture,

individuals in a popula on may display greater varia on than between two individuals
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from diﬀerent popula ons and such a dis nc on does not seem to correlate with
skin pigmenta on.5 The biological argument for gene c diﬀeren a on between

To what extent was ‘race’ used to categorise people as ‘other’ in early modern England?

the scien ﬁc deﬁni on, which developed in the nineteenth century, and this concept was a social construct as it is today.

races with humankind has been disputed. The deﬁni on of ‘race’ remains as a

English visual culture perceived the ‘outer’ appearance to be a reﬂec on of

method to socially categorize humankind due to “dis nct physical characteris cs.”6

the ‘inner’ self. People from sub-Saharan Africa that came into England were judged

Anu Korhonen suggested that, ‘in everyday life, blackness was of course primarily

on their physical a ributes in order to determine their place within the exis ng

visual: the ‘radicalising’ gaze directed at black Africans was a process of giving

social

meaning to percep on and direct observa on, to the sight of blackness.’7 English

ordained’ hierarchical rela onships.10 The natural order principle, developed by hu-

people tried to make sense of ‘others’ they came across on

manist ideology perceived humankind to be on a ‘chain of being’, sandwiched be-

English streets and

subsequently diﬀerent ‘races’ were categorised within the exis ng social hierarchy.
The use of the term ‘race’, within Early Modern England, was a way of
categorizing people to ﬁt into the exis ng social hierarchy. In the early sixteenthcentury, the Italian word “Razzá” meant ‘of unknown ul mate origin.’8 In Florio’s
1611 Italian-English Dic onary “Razzá” meant “a race, a kind, a broode, a ﬂocke, a
descent, a pedigree.”9 It can be argued then that ‘race’ in England in the early
seventeenth century followed this deﬁni on. People were categorised into diﬀerent
races based on where they were perceived to be ‘from’; both geographically and
ancestrally. The use of the word “pedigree” also suggests that there was an element
of hierarchy involved in describing a person’s ‘race’; which suggests connota ons of
‘good’ and ‘bad’ breeding. This implies that ‘race’ featured as a factor in the social
categoriza on of humankind in England. The concept of ‘race existed long before

47

hierarchy. The social structure within England was ordered around ‘divinely

tween angels and beasts. This social structure had developed during the medieval
era but had con nued to inﬂuence society’s concept of the hierarchy that was divinely ordained in England. Sujata Iyengar suggested that ‘the dominant structure of
feeling is always tempered by residual structures from the previous genera on, and
emergent ones from the one ahead.’11 The social hierarchy in England had developed from past genera ons that did not come in to contact with people who looked
diﬀerent to themselves. A sense of
a person’s place in society was

English iden ty had developed along with how
determined based on their visual iden ty. As

people from Africa came into England their appearance was judged and they were
usually categorised as low beings in society. The physical characteris cs of people of
African origin were deemed to be unfavourable in the exis ng social hierarchy.
Early modern English society was obsessed with linage and establishing an

48

Black History Issue

Queen Mary History Journal

Joanna Hill

To what extent was ‘race’ used to categorise people as ‘other’ in early modern England?

On this map an area on the African con nent has been labelled as ‘barbaria.’
iden ty within the social order. People who came from Africa to England, during the
reign of Elizabeth I, were of ‘unknown ul mate origin’. The origin or lineage of
‘others’ did not ﬁt with what people perceived English iden ty to be. This was due
to the diﬀerence in the physical appearance between sub-Saharan Africans and the
stereotypical ‘Englishness’. It could be suggested that ‘origin’ and civiliza on ‘others’
had previously belonged to was imagined. The people who had come from Africa

Alden and Virginia Vaughnan propose that the map ‘locates Guinea and associates
blackness with sub-Saharan Africa.’13 This image suggests that Africa may have been
perceived to be a barbaric society and if people are black in Africa ‘others’, who
were black, may also be barbaric. From this concep on black ‘others’ would be
considered to have a low status in a ‘civilized’ society. Michel de Montaigne
observes that ‘we all call barbarians anything that is contrary to our own habits.’14

may have had similar physical a ributes to what people from England had seen or
heard about when Africa was depicted.

Fig. 2. 15

Fig. 1.12
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inﬂuen al. Mandeville reported on what he called Ethiopie and wrote:
The Queen Mary Atlas depicts primi ve beings. The people that are painted on the
land mass of Africa are holding spears and wearing loin cloths, which from the perspec ve of and English person living in ‘civilized’ society may seem barbaric. Maps in

Such men that have but one foote, and they go so fast that it is a great
mervaile, and that is a large foot that the shadow thereof covereth the
body from the Sun or raine when they lye upon their backs, and when their

renaissance Europe used images to depict things which you may ﬁnd in that place.
Most maps in early modern Europe depicted African people with black skin, which

children are ﬁrst borne they looke like russet, and when they wax old then
they bee all black.17

they did have, and all sorts of strange features that they did not have such as three
Mandeville emphasized here that African people were of diﬀerent shapes to Euheaded people. This suggests people who came into contact with images like this,
ropean people and as he was probably the most widely read authority on places outside
without ever having seen people with a diﬀerent features before may have considof Europe his descrip ons were greatly inﬂuen al in England on English imaginings of
ered these ‘others’ as of being a diﬀerent ‘kind’ of being to them; from a far oﬀ land
Africa. The descrip ons of African people, by those who travelled from England to Africa
with diﬀerent manners and customs.
in 1554, suggest how English people saw Africa through the
Stories that may have been retold from travel narra ves may have inﬂuenced
people’s percep ons of ‘others’ before people from Africa had even come to England. Mandeville, who was English born, wrote about Africa and its people in his
Travels of John Mandeville. This work inﬂuenced European percep ons of African
society. The likes of Leonardo Da Vinci, whose library i nerary of 1499 had contained a copy of the Travels. Frobisher in 1576 was thought to have had as copy with
him as he sailed into Boﬃn Bay. A copy of Travels was available in the English vernacular in 1496. In 1605 Bishop Joseph Hall said ‘Whetstone leasings (lies) of old
Mandeville.’16 Even though Hall speaks of Mandeville ‘lies’ the stories s ll circulated
and as elements of his wri ngs were believed the narra ve, on the whole, was
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concept of what an ideal society was. Here Guinea is
beastly living, without a God, lawe, religion, or

restric ons of their own

discussed “negroes, a people of

common wealth, and so scorched and

vexed with the heat of the sunne, that in many places they curse it when it riseth.”18 The
narra ve con nues later saying “a rough and savage region, whose inhabitants are wilde
and wandering people.”19

These people do not conform to their idea of English

‘civilized’ society and the

people who are coming into England are viewed as being

from ‘uncivilized’ society. English people came into contact more with ‘others’, during
the reign of Elizabeth I, and ‘others’ did not look like anyone they had seen before. The
origin of these people was invariably unknown and for those who had come into
contact with stories of the African con nent would probably have imagined these
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were judged through the exis ng social hierarchy, and there skin colour was a visual
indicator for their place. Kim Hall has suggested that ‘black’ was not always the opposite

Idea about skin colour, in early modern English society, existed long before

of ‘white’ but instead the opposite of ‘fair’ or ‘beau ful.’22 People from Africa were,

the presence of black African people. Skin colour became a visible indicator of

most commonly, the darkest skin colour seen in England at the me and therefore

where a person was from in early modern England. Knowledge about the culture of

possibly perceived to be the least ‘fair. Thomas Becon in a conduct book argued that

Africa, whether reliable or not, had been available to literate English men and

silent and chaste women were always fair, even if they looked like an Ethiopian.23 Becon

women through the transla on of ancient texts. Ancient works such as that of Pliny

appears to be against the common judgement in his sugges on that outward

the Elder, Strabo and Herodotus were translated from La n and Greek to English

appearance may not always be a reﬂec on of a person’s countenance. Thomas Hall saw

during the sixteenth century. Herodotus wrote that the African people were “in

‘blackness’ as a punishment from God as he argued that vain women should be burned

countenance a like black, in hayre a like fryzled.”20 This statement suggests that

for their sins and forced to scorch their skin in the sun un l they acquired the ‘hue of

Herodotus perceived that black people had a certain type of ‘countenance’. Frank

the black-moores’ sugges ng that this was inferior to being the colour they had previ-

Snowden argued that within ancient culture ‘race’ and cultural diﬀerences were

ously been.24 This may indicate that having black skin would make you into an outsider

segregated within society; however in his argument physical features and skin

in English society or place a person lower down on the social scale. Although a white

pigmenta on convey aspects of ethnicity, without any implied sugges ons of

woman who had been blackened, would not therefore be perceived as being from a

inferiority or superiority.21 This may have been the case in ancient Europe, however,

diﬀerent ‘race’ but, would lose her previous iden ty. Her standing in society would be

during early modern England; a whiter complexion was more preferen al to a

wiped out as black skin was burnt on and she would become like the ‘black-moore’;

darker one. ‘Beauty’ was a sign of ‘goodness’ and the colour of a person’s skin was

without an origin, her perceived ‘goodness’ lost. As blackness was related to inner

crucial when considering if a person was ‘beau ful’ and therefore ‘good’ or not.

‘badness’ black people coming from Africa were automa cally seen as inferior to white

‘Goodness’ showed where a person stood within the ‘chain of being’ and this was a

English people as their soul was judged on the grada on of their skin colour.

determinant for their status in English society; closer to angles or closer to beasts.
As greater numbers of people from sub-Saharan Africa came into England, they

As English society, between the ﬁ eenth and seventeenth century, perceived the
‘outer’ to be a reﬂec on of the ‘inner’ it is beneﬁcial to determine what the early
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modern idea of ‘beauty’ in England followed ‘the premise that bodily a rac veness
consists in harmonious propor on to all bodily parts and features, and the
Petrarchist conven on of seeing, enumera ng and describing those bodily parts as
linked together by a sweeping gaze that travels over the body.’25 In saying this Anu
Korhonen suggested that good looks meant that bodily features had to be balanced
with each other, however, balanced in the English sense of balanced. This idea is
especially important when considering English people coming into contact with subSaharan African people who had diﬀerent facial features to them. The stereotype
of Africans as having thick lips, ﬂat noses and black curly hair was not deemed to be
beau ful within the English frame work. William Dunbar’s poem ‘Of ane blak-moir’
the ‘beau ful’ black women is likened to apes and cats on the basis of her facial
features.26 This concept presented by Dunbar suggests that the shape and balance

To what extent was ‘race’ used to categorise people as ‘other’ in early modern England?

savage more uncouth than Polyphemus, he could not understand us’; Polyphemus is a
savage that Homer wrote about. Camões goes on to explain that the ‘savage’ did not
care about the gold that they showed him.29 Walter Lim argued that these people
accoun ng about a ‘savage’ perceived that along with the ‘inability to engage in
intelligible discourse, the Negro also lacks the basic ability to recognise things of value.30
African society was usually envisioned in the English mind as been undeveloped and
lacking in the things that made English society ‘civilized’. As people from Africa were
coming into England, features which deﬁned them as having originated from Africa, this
savage society, meant that their intelligence was judged to be inferior to that of an
English person. The intelligence of the person was not being judged but the black
person’s imagined intelligence based on their facial features sugges ng that they were
of inferior intellect to a white person.

of facial features brings with it ideas of where the person originated and Dunbar is

People in Elizabethan England were discriminated against on the basis of their

perhaps sugges ng that this woman may be ‘beau ful’ but she is like certain

perceived origin due to physical features which indicated them as ‘other’. The English in

animals. On the ‘chain of being’ this likening would imply that this woman had a low

the early modern world began as Hall stated to ‘formulate the no ons of “self” and

status within the English hierarchy. This idea of the balance of facial

features in

“other.”31 The Increasing presence of ‘others’ encouraged the strengthening of the

determining ‘beauty’ was also a marker of a person’s intelligence. Korhonen

meaning of Englishness and a speciﬁcally English iden ty. Tensions between ‘other’ and

asserted that there was a conceptual tradi on in Europe which linked lack of intelli-

‘English’ were exacerbated, in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth-century, by

gence and stereotypical African features.27 Juliana Schiesari also suggested that in

economic and poli cal problems. ‘Strangers’ were a acked in riots in London indicated

this tradi on, big lips and large noses signiﬁed stupidity.28 Accounts from the me

in the manuscript by Thomas More between 1601 and 1604. A play was also created by

such as Camões’s, in the sixteenth-century, of a ‘black skinned stranger’ that was ‘a
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Shakespeare which included this manuscript but was never shown due to the fear
of public reac on. It has been argued that Elizabeth I herself, around the same
me, discriminated against diﬀerent types of people that speciﬁcally had black
skin. 1596 Elizabeth wrote an “open le er to lord Maiour of London” and complained that “there are of late divers blackmoores brought into this realm, of
which kinde of people there are already here to manie.”32 Later in the same
month Elizabeth I

issued “an open warrant” to help Lubeck Senden “to take up

blackamoores here in this realme and to transport them into Spaine and Portugall.”33 Elizabeth I forcibly expelled people who had black skin and were from Africa. ‘Moore’ was used in

rela on to both northern and sub-Saharan Africans.

Elizabeth wanted to retain a sense of Englishness and a speciﬁc iden ty during war
against Spain. Iyengar

suggested that it was the union of the opposite of black

and fair, fair related to an English iden ty, which allowed the Elizabethan society
to ﬂourish.34 In Britain

Elizabeth used the Coverdale version of the Great Bible

that had been authorized by Henry VIII and in the Song a woman stated “I am
blacke but ye fayre and well

favoured” “Marvaile not at mee that I am so

Joanna Hill

The social deﬁni on that is used to describe ‘race’ was the idea that was used to deﬁne
people as ‘other’ early modern England. Social hierarchy that existed, within early modern England, was used to determine the iden ty of a person. Physical appearance was
judged and subsequently a person’s place in English society was determined. English
society judged skin colour of ‘others’, who had come from Africa, and because of the
exis ng social hierarchy ‘black’ skin was not favoured in English culture. The judgments
that were made about ‘others’ based on the shape and size of their facial features were
also seen as ugly and suggested in the minds of some English people that these people
were not intelligent. The exis ng social hierarchy in early modern England perceived
‘black’ skin to be the opposite to ‘fair’ and unbalanced facial features to be an indicator
of a person’s low intellect. People also judged these features to be of diﬀerent origin to
the English and discrimina on during Elizabeth I’s reign was manifested along ‘racial’
lines due to the perceived origin of ‘others’. Further research in to the rela onship
between ‘other’ and those who considered themselves to be ‘English’ may show how
much of the English popula on worked within the social hierarchy to categorise people
according to their perceived origin.

blacke, for why? The Sunne hath shined upon me: my mother’s children have evill
will at me.”35 “Black but...” formula on, considered by Kate Lowe, was adopted in
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The Algerians were ﬁgh ng the French, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana began receiving

Was Mandela’s decision to support the move to armed struggle justified?

Ibramhim Jalal
Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK) was founded in 1961 by inﬂuen al members of the
African Na onal Congress (ANC) including Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo and Joe
Modise. In 1960 both the ANC and the Pan-African Congress (PAC) decided to protest
against the pass-laws which limited the movement of Africans, Coloureds and Indians
throughout the country. On 23 March 1960 protestors in Sharpeville were gunned
down by the police, sixty-nine died and many were injured. As a result, some of the
younger more radical members of the ANC came to the conclusion that a peaceful
resistance against a militant government was fu le. T. Lodge writes how Sharpeville
was a turning point which forced key African leaders to rethink their methods of resistance. But was Mandela jus ﬁed in suppor ng this move? To understand this we
have to (a empt) to examine Mandela as a contemporary. What op ons seemed
realis c at the me? Had global events signalled that now was the me to begin a
resistance movement? It is through trying to understand the op ons contemporaries
thought were

necessary that allows us to say whether an armed struggle was

jus ﬁed. Mandela’s Rivonia Trail speech outlines the aims of MK in an a empt to
jus fy MK’s methods. This included preven ng a racial civil war and future Sharpeville massacres. The me for ac on also appeared right interna onally in the 1960s.
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military training from China a er claiming he was a pan-African leader, and towards the
end of the decade Castro’s guerrillas managed to overthrow the Ba sta regime in Cuba.
If we a empt to examine the choices available to the ANC at the

me and take

Mandela's Rivonia speech at face value, it can be said that Mandela’s decision to support
the armed struggle was jus ﬁed. Nevertheless the recent wri ngs of S. Ellis have shed
new light on Mandela’s role in Umkhonto we Sizwe. Ellis has shown that the South
African Communist Party (SACP) had considered the poten al of an armed struggle long
before the ANC, and by 1960 SACP had already contacted interna onal communist allies
for support. Ellis further argues that Mandela (despite his denial) was a member of both
SACP and the ANC, and this is why he was chosen as the man to persuade (the nonviolent) Chief Luthuli of the ANC and lead MK itself. If Mandela indeed was a member of
both organisa ons his decision to support armed struggle is perhaps more jus ﬁed. An ill
-prepared sabotage campaign could have caused damage, serving only to turn public
opinion against the ANC. The SACP was the most prepared organisa on, its members
held a Marxist framework of ac on and some had already been educated in combat
experience. The Sharpeville massacre showed that further peaceful protest would lead to
more deaths. MK was jus ﬁed as it sought to avoid more blood being spilled while
a emp ng to force a government which refused to engage in talks to begin nego a ons.

T. Lodge views the Sharpeville massacre as an event that forces African leaders to
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to rethink their policy forcing them to think in terms of ‘revolu onary strategy’.1 The

Ibrahim Jalal

Was Mandela’s decision to support the move to armed struggle jus ﬁed?

hundred police, at 1:15pm the crowd moved beyond the gate surrounding the police
sta on. This movement was met by some of the more inexperience oﬃcers ﬁring into

massacre at Sharpeville certainly bought into ques on the success of passive
the crowd (perhaps in panic).7 The result of the massacre was that sixty-nine had died,
resistance. Protests in Sharpeville had their origins in December 1959 when the ANC
and one hundred and eighty had been injured. Out of the event at Sharpeville militarism
had voted to ini ate a na onwide an pass campaign. This was set to begin on 31
March and end on 26 June.2 The PAC however, refused to join the campaign instead

began to gain further ground in the ANC.

proposing an alternate an pass campaign ten days before that of the ANC.3

It was thought by leading men such as Mandela and Tambo that peaceful protest

Mandela himself saw this as a pe y a empt to undermine the ANC with ‘a blatant

would no longer be successful against a violent government, if peaceful protest

case of opportunism’, he would later write. The PAC na onwide an pass campaign

con nued, it was thought, there would only be countless more Sharpevilles.8 The

failed on a na onal level, although large crowds did meet in the town of Sharpeville

massacre led to global disapproval of the Na onalist Party government, and a withdrawal

in the Transvaal, residents of Sharpeville had reason to be agitated. High rents had

of investment. This global reac on would later be used to jus fy the methods of MK.

led to two thousand, three hundred and ten residents to default on rent in the Janu-

Outrage regarding the events at Sharpeville and cri cisms of the Na onalist Government

ary of 1960 and unemployment ﬁgures were also on the rise. To add to these

came from both the American State Department, and for the ﬁrst me the United

economic hardships, African ci zens of Sharpeville felt harassed by a racist police

Na ons.9 Foreign companies and investors also acted unfavourably, South Africa’s

force.4 Due to these factors and a strong resentment of the pass laws (Na ves Act

economy did not appear to be as stable as previously thought. This resulted in a short

1952) crowds gathered to peacefully protest against the unjust laws. Soon armoured

term business slump, and even led one minster to call for reforms on ‘African policy’.10

cars cornered oﬀ the crowd as loud speakers announced in Afrikaans that this

Lodge has argued that the global reac on only vindicates the use of a sabotage campaign

protest was illegal and that the people must disperse immediately. There was no

that would a empt to generate worldwide support and force the Na onal Party to

response from the crowd.5 Peter Parker who was present during the protest

nego ate. Yet Lodge goes further to suggest that the non-coopera ve methods of the

remembers how, a er being instructed to leave, riot police began climbing out of

Deﬁance Campaign were doomed to fail from the start as ‘non-violence ducked the issue

vans and harassing the protestors.6 Minutes later tear gas was thrown into the

of how to respond to the threat of violence by the authori es’.11 Lodge is right that the

crowd. The crowd consisted of about ﬁve thousand protestors and only three

65

66

Black History Issue

Ibrahim Jalal

Queen Mary History Journal
interna onal reac on of Sharpeville jus ﬁes the methods taken up by MK, however
an armed struggle was not inevitable. The Indian resistance to the Rowla

Act

(which allowed the government to imprison without trail) in 1919 has comparable
elements with the massacre at Sharpeville. The deﬁance at Amritsar, like that in
Sharpeville, culminated in a mass gathering. Again similar to Sharpeville, authori es
opened ﬁre on protestors killing three hundred people, yet this led to a period of
renewed non-coopera on campaigns.12 While Amritsar was a diﬀerent me and
place to Sharpeville, it does show that the oﬃcial protest movement can con nue to
use non-violent means even a er being met with violence. In South Africa peaceful
protests would s ll have received worldwide a en on, although many more may
have died, it would have been a waste of life. Looking at the op ons open to
Mandela at the me his decision to move to armed struggle is jus ﬁed for this
reason. For contemporaries in the ANC and SACP including Mandela, Sharpeville
jus ﬁed a move to armed struggle. It acted as a catalyst which warranted a move
away from non-coopera on campaigns. The jus ﬁca on men oned by Lodge is
elaborated on by Mandela during his speech from the dock in the Rivonia trail.
Mandela stated that non-violence was the original forms of protest against the
apartheid system, and it was only when the government met non- violence with

Was Mandela’s decision to support the move to armed struggle jus ﬁed?

act and the Suppression of Communism Act (1950) that Mandela is referring to in his ‘I
am prepared to die’ speech.15

Since the government has closed oﬀ all channels of

discussion and refuses to debate, violence must be used to force this door open. This
would be achieved through sabotaging railways, power lines and other crucial
infrastructure.16 However, sabotage also acted as a valve of discontent, Mandela argued
from the dock. ‘Violence by the African people had become inevitable, unless responsible
leadership was given to the people… outbreaks of terrorism could lead to civil war’.17
The reasoning behind a poten al civil war is an understandable reason to form MK.
Various wars between the Bri sh and the Boers had led to a widespread mistrust,
par cularly among Boer na onalists. A racial war could have turned the struggle to
remove apartheid decades back. It would mean an emphasis of ‘the other’ with an even
more intense focus on the diﬀerences of the races. The damage this would have done
would only strengthen na onalist resolve and ideas of race. Be er instead to sabotage
infrastructure and create a movement for the people to express their resentment, and
this it did as one such photograph shows. Large crowds gathered to support Mandela
and the ac vi es of MK a er his arrest in 1962 holding cards with phrases such as ‘we
are proud of our leaders’.18 Across the country people knew that at least something was
being done in an a empt to overthrow the apartheid system.

force (Sharpeville) that they too had to use violence.13 The Unlawful Organisa on

Nevertheless sabotage was not perfect, as the historian William Beinart states,

Act, passed as a na onalist reac on to the protests at Sharpeville, allowed the

even acts of sabotage increased na onalist resolve. In a sense it proved to too many

government to ban any organisa on that posed a threat to the status quo.14 It is this
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successful movement.
within the Na onalist Party that Africans were not ﬁt to par cipate in organised
poli cs. However if sabotage is used it was inevitable that some public opinion would

It is clear now, that as early as the 1950s members of the ANC Youth League had

be lost within the country, what jus ﬁes the use of sabotage was its wider aims, to

considered adop ng armed struggle in the future. Ellis argues that Sisulu and Mandela

increase interna onal sympathy and force the government into talks. This is why MK

saw this change in tac cs as inevitable.21 Whether this is the case or not, Sharpeville

kept to sabotage, instead of the terrorist ac vity of the PAC’s POQO military wing,

marked this moment in the future when plans had to be reconsidered. It made sense to

which did kill civilians.19 In his speech from the dock Mandela jus ﬁes the decision to

make use of these interna onal connec ons through the communist party when

move to armed struggle, it provided a point of unity for the oppressed, and set about

considering a move to an armed struggle. In 1953 Sisulu received money from the

forcing a hos le government to nego ate.

Worlds Federa on of Democra c Youth, a Soviet backed organisa on. This allowed him
and other key members of the ANC such as Henry Makgothi to travel overseas in search

Mandela’s speech at the Rivonia trail jus ﬁed the ac ons of MK to
of interna onal backing.22 Mandela too, clearly saw the beneﬁt of having communist
contemporaries. But recent research by Stephen Ellis has suggested that it was in
allies on side and requested that Sisulu raise the ques on of armed struggle with the
fact the SACP that ini ated this, and it was Mandela, who was a member of both the
help of the Chinese.23 If an armed struggle had been ini ated as early as 1953 it would
20

SACP and ANC who provided the best front man for the movement. While this does
have been unfounded, the na onalist government had yet to do enough damage to
not contradict any of the jus ﬁca on given in the 1964 speech it does shed new light
shock the world or deter investors. If an armed struggle had been taken up in the 1950s
onto the forma on of MK and its methods. Ellis points out that Mandela, as a lawyer
it is likely that world opinion would turn against the ANC and MK. The central commi ee
knew that the speech given under dock was not under oath and hence he could skim
of the Chinese communist party, perhaps realising this, told Sisulu that the me was not
the truth oﬀ his role in the heavily prosecuted SACP. Ellis argues that the speech did
right.24 This ﬁnancial backing and visits to the USSR and People’s Republic shows that
not, however, do jus ce to the role played by SACP and the aid from both the USSR
members of the Youth League clearly were inﬂuenced by communist ideals and saw
and the People’s Republic of China, by 1960 SACP had already contacted Mao. Does
poten al allies in the communist states. This only brings up the ques on regarding why
this make the Mandela’s decision to support armed struggle more

jus ﬁed? In
Mandela has since denied allega ons of communism evidence to the contrary. With

terms of prac cality yes, as a more prepared movement is o en a more
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hindsight it is possible to presume Mandela’s mo va on behind this. Communism,
at the me of the Cold War was viewed nega vely by Britain, America, and the
South African government. By openly coming out as a communist Mandela would
serve only to lose support. It can also be argued that if Mandela had freely
admi ed to being a member of SACP as well of the ANC the opening of gradual
nego a ons by the Na onalist Party would not have begun in the 1980s while
Mandela was based in Pollsmoor Prison.25 As Ellis himself has said ‘What this shows
is that like any poli cian, he was prepared to make opportunis c alliances’.26
Mandela’s denial of SACP is a poli cal tool that served MK and the ANC for the
be er. If Mandela is s ll reluctant to admit his membership in SACP today, perhaps
this is because even now, he cannot bring himself to openly lie about his aﬃlia ons.
It is unlikely Mandela was a true convert to the full ideals of communism, he wrote
in his autobiography ‘There will always be those who say that the Communists were
using us, but who is to say we were not using them?’27

Ibrahim Jalal

Was Mandela’s decision to support the move to armed struggle jus ﬁed?

Interna onal support on the le was certainly present if the ANC decided on an armed
struggle. Of par cular signiﬁcance to members in both SACP and the ANC was training
and advice from the People’s Republic of China. In the post-revolu onary years Mao Tse
-tung had expressed sympathy towards the causes of the ANC.31 As the communist
par es’ posi on became more secure the People’s Republic provided substan al support
for foreign revolu onary movements. A er the events of Sharpeville, military training in
a friendly China strengthened the skills of MK. In his autobiography Raymond Mhlabla
writes how in 1961 the central commi ee of the ANC sent him a coded message,
instruc ng him to begin military training abroad.32 Mhlabla writes of some of the skills he
and other members of MK learned in China, ‘we received special training in Guerrilla
warfare… The Chinese taught us hit-and-run techniques.. and how to manufacture
indigenous weapons’.33 An -colonial movements and support from the an -colonial le ,
par cularly from Mao, jus ﬁed the move to armed struggle further. Sisulu and Mandela
both intended to make use of this alliance to create a stronger well trained MK. In a
global context the 1960s were an ideal me to launch MK because of the training

Successful An -colonial movements and poten al communist support
opportuni es and foreign support.
around the world in the 1950s and 1960s showed what was possible and inspired
many in the both the ANC and SACP that now was the ideal me to take up arms.28
In Algeria na onalists were successfully ﬁgh ng the French, and in 1957 Ghana
became the ﬁrst independent country on the African con nent.29 The veteran secretary of SACP and member of the ANC Moses Kotane met some of the world’s
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It has been established that a joint SACP and ANC armed struggle would be far
more frui ul then individual organisa ons. But why was Mandela chosen as the
ﬁgurehead for this joint struggle? It is likely that Mandela had joined SACP at some point
between the 1950s and 1960s and was soon promoted onto the central commi ee.34 At
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have li le success and led to li le real change. S.E Couper has said that this
members within the ANC who would know of Mandela’s ‘dual allegiance’ would
be other senior black communists who also held posi ons within the ANC.35 The

diﬀerence between Luthuli and older members of the congress, and the radical ideals
of the young, created a gulf in the ANC. This would eventually lead to Luthuli himself

police o en suspected Mandela of being an ‘evil’ communist, yet they were
being marginalised.37 Couper states that Luthuli’s ‘embarrassingly persistent espousal
never able to prove this. SACP knew that the government remained close to
of non-violent methods’ that led to his marginalisa on within the ANC.38 By 1961
dialogue. The cold war mentality and preven on of a ‘communist revolu on’
Mandela and Luthuli had come to an agreement, that is that MK would act
were the mo va ons behind both the Suppression of Communism Act and the
Independently of the ANC, which would s ll advocate views of non- violence.39 This
Unlawful Organisa on Act. An independent resistance movement from SACP
was a reasonable move by Luthuli and Mandela at the me, it allowed the ANC to
would have failed to open talks with the Na onalist Party, this would be too
carry on true to its founda ons and allowed MK to a ack the regime through
much a loss of face on their part. SACP would also have failed to receive support
sabotage. This par al spli ng oﬀ between MK and the ANC avoided a complete
from America and its allies currently par cipa ng in the Cold War. Mandela then,
schism within the congress, preven ng another PAC organisa on from forming.
could be used as a man to represent the struggle in the best possible light to the
While it was the best solu on at the me it was by no means perfect. Luthuli
public, he was known as an ANC man. Mandela’s role between SACP and the ANC
con nued wri ng columns in The Golden Post arguing against violence as a method
went deeper s ll, someone had to convince Chief Luthuli the head of the ANC to
of change, even a er he had agreed to the ini a on of MK.40 While this did make
come round to sabotage as a means to begin nego a ons. This was crucial as if
contemporaries uncomfortable (through contradic ons) it prevented a schism in the
SACP took up an armed struggle independently it would fail to generate global
Congress, while allowing the ANC and SACP to form a solid sabotage movement.
support. What is clear is that SACP took the decision to move to an armed
Mandela’s decision to act as a bridge between both the ANC and SACP and Luthuli’s
struggle ﬁrst, and it was the ANC that followed, Mandela provided the bridge
decision to allow MK to exist as a separate organisa on were jus ﬁed ac ons. It laid

between the two organisa ons.36

the forma ons for a solid movement without signiﬁcantly weakening the ANC.
To truly make the armed struggle worthwhile and jus ﬁed, the ANC and
If we examine the op ons open to Mandela a er the Sharpeville massacre, it
SACP had to agree on terms. Chief Luthuli head of the ANC however was
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was jus ﬁed. Sharpeville had shown that peaceful protest could lead to deaths, and
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