
THE BEGINNING OF IT ALL 
An address giv#n to the Black Sash at their 

National Conference at Cape Town 

By PROFESSOR ROBERT BIRLEY 

M y a i m in th is address i s l o in t roduce t o y o u a speech, one made 171 years ago in t h e H o u s e 
of C o m m o n s at Westmins ter , one of t h e greatest speeches ever made the re , t h o u g h largely for
gotten* I t h i n k , today and no t often referred t o in Sou th Africa now. I can imagine no audience 
to w h o m I should r a the r in t roduce i t , for in a way. the work which you do spr ings from t h e 
ideas w h i c h a re to be found in it. You wil l be able to appreciate , in a way w h i c h the academic 
h is tor ian cannot d o , the force, the revolu t ionary force, of the^e ideas. I hope , then* t ha t you 
u i l l accept what I ?ay a> an offering on m y p a r t , a way of expressing admi ra t ion for y o u r 
ideals, your very bra*o *tand for them and the work t ha t you do in t he i r service. 

No one. as far as I know, has ever made a 
full historical study of the origins of colour-
prejudice. I t is quite a recent phenomenon in 
human history. I t ' s t rue t ha t one may find paint
ings in Ancient Egypt which caricatured the 
captives they made from the negro tribes who 
lived to the south of them, though they seemed 
to think the shape of their lips more caricatur-
able than their colour. Rut, then, they wade 
similar caricatures, as a way of expressing their 
sense of superiority, of the captives they made 
in raids on the northern shores of the Med iter* 
ranean. There is no evidence of colour preju
dice among the Greeks. They looked down on all 
those who were not Greeks, and styled them 
Barbarians, but they did not differentiate be
tween Barbarians of different colours. When 
St. Paul in a tremendous sentence showed how 
Christianity destroyed the barr iers between dif
ferent races o r groups> "Where the re i s nei ther 
Greek nor Jew, circumcision nor uncircumcision. 
Barbarian, Scythian, bond nor free; but Christ is 
nil, and in all," he never mentioned "whites'* and 
•'blacks" for the very good reason that the dis
tinction would have added nothing of significance 
to his statement. The introduction of Scythians 
certainly was significant, for they were regarded 
as the most degraded of Barbarians. But they 
were white, not black. 

I t may surprise some people in South Africa 
that .as is shown in the classic work by the Prin
cipal of my University, "Race Atti tudes in South 
Africa" there was no colour prejudice among the 
early Dutch settlers a t the Cape, Colour pre
judice, as he explains, is one of the signs of a 
strong group consciousness. There was natur
ally from the s t a r t a very clear distinction be
tween the settlers on the one hand and the native 
population and the slaves imported from Asia on 
the other, and this coincided with the colour dif
ference. But well into the eighteenth century 

the I>utch settlers drew a distinction in their 
minds between blacks who were free and those 
who were unfree. The distinction then was ori
ginally one of s ta tus . In much the same way 
when, as a consequence of their sea voyages, 
Europeans began to come into more than very 
occasional touch with negroes, they regarded 
them as inferior beings because they had no 
developed civilisation and, above all, because they 
were defenceless, but not because they had a dif
ferent colour. 

In attempting to determine when this parti
cular manifestation of group-consciousness, the 
emphasis on colour as a mark of distinction* 
appeared, one might think t ha t a study of 
Shakespeare's Othello would be helpful. But it 
raises as many problems as it solves. It has 
been argued that Othello was made out to be a 
black in order to make Desdemonfl's marry ing 
Mm even more unnatura l . Did not Othello him
self hint a t this. 

"Haply for I am black, 

And have not those soft par t s of conversation 
t ha t chaznberers have?" 

But it has also been pointed out tha t there is 
no trace of colour consciousness in the relations 
between the Venetian nobility and Othello. One 
has to remember t h a t Othello i s "black" in the 
play for the very simple reason that the plot was 
taken from an Italian play in which he was a 
Moor. I could say t h a t in th is play, Shake
speare shows something of t ha t extraordinary 
ability to see — or ra ther to feel — both sides 
of a question- which we can find also in The 
Merchant of Venice. Obviously this is an anti-
Semitic play, and yet i t contains one of the most 
moving onslaughts on racial discrimination to be 
found in all l i t e ra ture ; " H a t h not a Jew eyes? 
ha th not a J e w hands, organs, dimensions, senses, 
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affections, passions?" But I should say that 
there is enough in Othello to show that some 
kind of colour-consciousness was a t least begin
ning to appear. One finds this also in The Mer
chant of Venice* The Prince of Morocco in this 
play is regarded as no unworthy suitor for the 
hand of Portia, and in fact, she goes so far as to 
say that he 

"stood as fair 

As any comer I have looked on yet 
For my affection/' 

but his opening words to her are 

"Mislike me not for my complexion. 
The shadowed livery of the burnished sun/ ' 

and when he makes his choice of the wrong cas
ket and leaves with his attendants, she says, 

'A gentle riddance. Draw the curtains, go 
Let all of his complexion choose me so.*' 

It seems significant though, that when Shake
speare came to depict a savage from the West 
Indies in The Tempest, he never referred to his 
colour. Perhaps even more significant was the 
fact that in productions of Othello, the Moor of 
Venice was played as a negro until the early 
years of the eighteenth century, when it came to 
be felt desirable for him to be no more than 
brown-skinned. By that time England had cer
tainly become colour-conscious. It really would 
not do for the hero of a play to be, as Iago put 
it "sooty," 

The reason for this is not far to seek, Eng
land had become involved in the slave trade, 
bringing negroes from Africa to America and 
the West Indies. For a good many years she 
had very little interest in this particular article 
of commerce, but in 1663 a new Charter for the 
African Company gave it a monopoly in the Eng
lish traffic in slaves, the Company engaging to 
supply the modest total of 3,000 slaves a year. 
What made England the country more involved in 
it than any other was the Treaty at the end of 
the War of the Spanish Succession in 171S, which 
gave her the monopoly of the supply for the 
Spanish colonies in America. By 1770 British 
ships were carrying about 50,000 slaves a year 
across the Atlantic; or about half the total sup
ply. By 1800 about six-sevenths of all the slaves 
from Africa were transported in ships coming 
from the port of Liverpool alone. Never before 
the days of the Nazis, I suppose, have so many 
men and women been treated with such inhuman
ity as were the Africans who were seized or 
bought to be transshipped to the Americas. It 
seems astonishing that ordinary men, who were 
not themselves concerned with the trade, were 
so ready to support its continuance, even when 
people appeared who were ready to tell them of 
all the horrors it involved. We can learn a good 

deal, I believe, from the supporters of the Slave 
Trade. 

Among those who were unhappy about it early 
in the eighteenth century was the poet, Alexander 
Pope, His lines in his Essay on Man were an 
early expression of the disquiet some English
men felt. (In them the word Indian refers to 
the West Indian negro; his native land i s Africa) 

"Lo! the poor Indian, whose untutor'd mind 
Sees God in clouds, or hears him in the wind; 
His soul, proud Science never taught to stray 
Far as the solar walk, or milky way; 
Yet simple Nature to his hope has given, 
Behind the cloud-topt hill, an humble heav'n; 
Some safer world in depths of woods 

embrae'd, 
Some happier island in the watery waste, 
Where slaves once more their native land 

behold, 
No friends torment, no Christians thirst 

for gold, 
• 

The Christians did indeed thirst for gold. But 
it would be a great mistake to think that it was 
only those directly concerned, the West Indian 
planter or the Liverpool merchants, who for this 
reason supported the Slave Trade. A great many 
people had a more direct interest in maintaining 
it, these lines by Pope were themselves based on 
some in one of his earliest poems, "Windsor 
Forest" which was written in 1713, the very year 
when England gained the monopoly, which was 
then granted by the government to the African 
Company, The sentiments Pope expressed did 
not prevent him from investing some of his 
money in the Company. And going beyond that, 
it came to be believed that the prosperity of Eng
land depended on the maintenance of this lucra
tive trade. 

The next step was inevitable, the quietening 
of consciences. The Bible came in very useful, 
especially the Old Testament, The great Evan
gelical preacher, George Whitfield, wrote in 1751 
"As for the lawfulness of keeping slaves, I have 
no doubt, since 1 hear of some that were bought 
with Abraham's money, and some that were born 
in his house, I also cannot help thinking that 
some of those servants mentioned by the Apostles, 
in their epistles, were or had been slaves. I t 's 
plain that the Gibeonites were doomed to per
petual slavery, and though liberty is a sweet 
thing to such as are born free, yet to those who 
never knew the sweets of it, slavery perhaps 
may not be so irksome". And then, with un
expected candour, he comes to the real point. 
"However this be, it is plain to a demonstration; 
that hot countries cannot be cultivated without 
negroes/' 

(It is only right for me to add that one of the 
strongest opponents of the Slave Trade was an
other and even greater evangelical preacher, 
John Wesley). But the best way s to quieten one's 
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conscience were first to get oneself to believe 
that the slaves enjoyed their t reatment and were 
really very happy, and then that they were 
essentially an inferior kind of being to whom the 
ordinary rules governing human t reatment did 
not apply. To believe this was made much easier 
by the convenient fact tha t they were of a dif
ferent colour. 

The debate tha t gradually developed in Eng
land may well be illustrated by considering the 
views of two men who were as closely connected 
as any two men ever have been, Samuel Johnson 
and his biographer, J ames BoswclL 

"The wild and dangerous at tempt which has 
for some time been persisted in to obtain an act 
of our legislature/ ' Boswcll wrote, "to abolish 
so very important and necessary a branch of 
commercial interest, must have been crushed at 
once, had not the insignificance of the zealots 
who vainly took a lead in it, made the vast body 
of the Planters , Merchants and others, whose im
mense properties a re involved in t ha t trade, rea
sonably enough suppose t ha t there could be no 
danger » , » To abolish a s ta tus , which in all 
ages God has sanctioned, and man has continued, 
would not only be robbery to an innumerable 
class of our fellowsubjects; but i t would be ex* 
treme cruelty to the African Savages, a portion 
of whom it saves from massacre, o r intolerable 
bondage in their own country, and introduces into 
a much happier s ta te of life, especially now when 
their passage to the West Indies and their t reat 
ment there is humanely regulated. To abolish 
t ha t t rade would be to 

— Shut the gates of mercy on mankind". 

One could hardly go further and after reading 
such hypocrisy it is almost a relief to listen t o 
someone who felt it quite unnecessary to employ 
any whitewash, like the London Alderman who 
declared in the House of Commons in 1790, "The 
abolition of the (Slave) Trade would ruin the 
West Indies, destroy our Newfoundland fishery, 
which the slaves in the West Indies support by 
consuming that p a r t of the fish which is fit for 
no other consumption, and consequently, by cut* 
ting off the grea t source of seamen, annihilate 
our marine ." 

Dr. Johnson, of course, is regarded as the very 
type of English Conservative. "But , Sir", said 
Sir Adam Ferguson t o him once, "in the British 
Constitution it is surely of importance to keep 
up a spirit in the people, so as to preserve a bal
ance against the crown", to which Dr. Johnson 
replied "Sir, I perceive you are a vile Whig," 
But it is a grea t mistake to imagine t ha t all those 
who attacked this system, so firmly established 
by custom, so necessary, as most people thought, 
to preserve English prosperity — or as one might 
say today the English way of life, — to imagine 
t ha t they were radicals, or as we should say to
day "liberals" or perhaps "anti-anti-Commun

ists." For it was of Dr. Johnson that we a re told 
that "upon one occasion, when in company with 
some very grave men a t Oxford, his toast was, 
"Here 's to the next insurrection of the negroes in 
the West Indies", and who once wrote, "The laws 
of Jamaica afford a Negro no redress. His col
our is considered a sufficient testimony against 
him. I t is to be lamented t ha t moral r ight should 
ever give way to political convenience." 

Boswell wrote of " the insignificance of the 
zealots who vainly took a lead in i t" , tha t is, in 
the at tempt "to abolish so very important and 
necessary a branch of commercial interest ," They 
must have seemed very insignificant to them
selves when they set out to destroy the system. 
When the society for the Abolition of the Slave 
Trade was formed in 1787 i t consisted of only 
thirteen men* It is interest ing to consider how 
two of the most famous of the thirteen men 
came to take up the cause. Thomas Clarkson 
was a student a t Cambridge and in 1785 he en
tered for a Latin Essay prize on the subject, 
"Is it lawful to make men slaves against their 
will?" Two years before a group of six Quakers 
had decided to agi tate against the slave t rade 
and, when Clarkson set about his task, they had 
just published a book by an American Quaker, 
Anthony Bezenet, on the condition of the slaves 
in the British Colonies. They approached the 
Headmasters of Winchester, Eton, Harrow, 
Westminster and Charterhouse to ask if they 
might distribute copies to the boys in their 
schools. I do not think it is known what 
reception they had, but I like to think of two of 
my predecessors being embarrassed in this way* 
Clarkson, in search of material, obtained a copy 
and read it, and he made considerable use of it in 
his essay. He won the prize and had the dis
tinction of reading it publicly in the Senate House 
at Cambridge. Then he mounted his horse to ride 
home to London, and as he did so he could not 
help thinking about his essay , " I stopped my 
horse occasionally, and dismounted and walked. 
J frequently tried to persuade myself in these 
intervals t ha t the contents of my essay could not 
be t rue . , . Coming in sight of Wades Hill in 
Hertfordshire; I sa t down disconsolate on the 
turf by the roadside and held my horse. Here a 
thought came into my mind — tha t if the con
tents of the essay were t rue , it was time some 
person should see these calamities to their end. 
Agitated in this manner, I reached home." He 
is the only man I know of who was persuaded to 
change his whole course of life by something he 
had writ ten himself. Before long he discovered 
that there were some others, though only a very 
few, who were as agitated as he was. 

William Wilberforce came to the same conclu. 
sion very differently, but here again one can see 
the extraordinary influence of a handful of peo
ple. I n 1787 he was twenty-eight years old and 
a rising Member of Parliament, which he had 
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entered immediately he became of age. He dis
liked the Slave Trade , but it did not part icular ly 
distress him* And then one day he was invited 
to s tay by a married couple. Sir Charles Middle-
ton, a grea t Admiral and his wife, who a few 
years before had travelled home from the West 
Indies with a young clergyman, and he hud told 
them something of w h a t he had seen in the slave 
plantations. He was a guest there as well and 
the three of them pressed the young Member to 
raise the issue in Parliament, They were not 
the only influences brought to bear on him. He 
also met Clarkson and some others. He began to 
be interested and he s tar ted questioning mer
chants in London who traded with the West 
Indies. They were quite ready to talk, for as 
Wilberforce said " the t r a d e " had not yet become 
the subject of alarming discussion/ ' 

Now Wilberforce's grea t friend in the House 
of Commons, a young man of almost exactly the 
same age as himself, was the Prime Minister, 
William Pit t , who had reached this position at 
the astonishingly early age of twenty-four, Pitt, 
of course, knew of his friend's new interest, and, 
for t ha t mat ter , he too was unhappy about the 
trade- And then, one day in 1787, as they sat 
together " a t the root of an old tree*', P i t t said 
to him, "Why don't you, Wilberforce, give no
tice of a motion on the subject of the Slave 
T rade?" And so the battle came to be joined. 
We know a grea t deal about the man who found
ed the movement for the Abolition of the Slave 
Trade and I must admit tha t I find it fascinat
ing to be able, as one can only very rarely, to 
see the first minute beginnings of a movement 
which was to accomplish what must have then 
seemed almost impossible. Nowhere in History 
can one see more clearly what can be done by 
intensely s t rong moral convictions. The move
ment which led to the ending of the Slave Trade 
was the greates t of all instances of what can 
be achieved by moral protest. 

Wilberforce proposed this motion, after much 
careful preparation, in May, 1789, in a very 
g rea t speech, last ing three hours. The issue cut 
r ight across the normal lines of par ty division. 
He was supported not only by Pi t t , th* Tory 
Prime Minister, but also by the two grea t lead
ers of the par ty in opposition. Fox and Burke. 
But most of Pi t t ' s cabinet were firmly against 
him on this issue and it was quite impossible for 
him to make it one of government policy . Pre-
liminary successes, such as the passing of Wil-
bei'force's original motion t ha t the Privy Coun
cil should investigate the question of the Trade 
and of a Bill which limited the number of slaves 
a ship might carry, made those who supported 
the Slave Trade, realise t ha t they must rouse 
themselves. In 1791 Wilberforce brought the 
matter to a head and moved a resolution "for 
leave to br ing in a Bill to prevent the further 
importation of slaves into the British islands in 
the West Indies/ ' He noted the result in his 

diary, "Tuesday (April) 19 .Resumed debate and 
badly b e a t / ' 

He tried again next year. By that time fate 
seemed to be on the side of the planters . People 
were beginning to be afraid of the French Revo
lution, and all tha t it implied and the argument 
t ha t Abolition was an at tack on Property seemed 
a very cogent one, A slave insurrection on the 
French island of San Domingo in which appall
ing atrocities were committed on both sides made 
men fearful of anything which might excite the 
slaves on the British islands. And the leaders 
of slavers ' interests in the House, of whom the 
most impor tant was Pi t t ' s greates t friend and 
closest colleague in the cabinet, Henry Dundas. 
were skilful. When on April 2nd, Wilberforce 
moved his resolution; " T h a t i t i s the opinion of 
this committee ( that is the House of Commons 
in committee) t ha t the t rade carried on by Bri
t ish subjects, for the purpose of obtaining slaves 
on the coast of Africa, ought to be abolished", 
they did not oppose it directly. They moved a 
very cunning amendment, of which I shall tell in 
due course. 

It was a tremendous debate, a battle of the 
giants. Wilberforce began with an excellent 
speech, in which he concentrated on two points, 
t ha t the Slave Trade was intolerable and that its 
abolition would not ruin the planters . He was 
succeeded by two champions of the Trade , one 
the Member for Liverpool, who made all they 
could out of the rebellion in San Domingo and 
i t s resul tant horrors. And then Dundas spoke. 
His speech was a remarkably clever one. He 
made no at tempt to defend the Slave Trade ; he 
was all for abolishing it. But were they being 
practical? And were they not in danger of for
get t ing the importance of defending the rights 
of individuals? Would it not be better to pro
ceed carefully by means of regulations, which 
would ease the situation? They should promote 
breeding among the slaves — th is would make 
new purchases from Africa less a t t rac t ive ; they 
should improve the conditions of the slaves and 
do something to educate their children. In this 
way, he believed, the t rade would in the end die 
out. He appealed to all "gentlemen of the mod
erate or middle way of th inking"; he asked them 
" t o reduce the question to its proper bounds." 

He was succeeded by one of the greates t deba
ters in the House, one of the greates t the House 
of Commons has ever known, Charles James Fox, 
a violent enemy of the Slave Trade. He let fly 
a t Dundas for his appeal for moderation. Was 
there to be moderation in robbery, murder, pil
lage and destruction? To him i t seemed that 
these Regulations would prove to be a foundation 
to preserve the Trade, not for some years to 
come, but for ever. He concluded by summing up 
his views on the Slave Trade. "I believe it to bo 
impolitic; I know it to be inhuman, I am cer
tain it is unjust. I find it so inhuman and un
just t ha t , if the colonies cannot be cultivated 
without it, they ought not to be cultivated at 
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all ." It was magnificent, .but it may not have 
been wise. Many members were already fright
ened by what was happening- in France, very 
near to them* 

After all this vehement speech was made by 
someone who had said of the taking of the Bas 
tille "how much the greatest event in the history 
of the world, and how much the best." 

Dundas answered him in the most effective 
way possible. In a few sentences he moved his 
amendment to the resolution. It could not have 
been a simpler one. It just inserted into the 
original resolution the word, *gradually." The 
Slave Trade "ought to be gradually abolished/' 

The next speaker was a young man, already a 
junior member of the government, who was one 
day, as Lord Liverpool, to be Prime Minister for 
fifteen years. He welcomed the amendment and 
had some ideas of his own. Slave-owners who 
promoted a higher birth-rate among the i r slaves 
might benefit financially; female slaves who had 
five children, provided they reached the age of 
seven, might be freed; every ship which brought 
from Africa more young women than men might 
receive a bounty, for the islands should be en
couraged to produce their own slaves . 

I t was now after half-past five in the morning 
and then Pit t rose to speak. 

I have an idea t h a t he realised t ha t Fox's ve
hement outburst might have done more harm than 
good, and he began very cautiously. After all, 
he suggested, the supporters of the amendment 
had condemned the Slave Trade. "Mankind", 
he said "in general, a re now likely to be deliver
ed from the greatest practical evil tha t ever has 
afflicted the human race — from the severest 
and most extensive calamity recorded in the his* 
tory of the world." (It was not quite what Dun
das and his friends had meant, of course.) He 
then said t ha t they ought to consider carefully 
whether gradual would be more effective than 
immediate abolition, With all this preliminary 
part , I think I need not deal. His apparent de
termination to take his opponents seriously must 
have been deliberate. I t made the second half of 
his speech all the more start l ing. " I beg par
don", he said, "for dwelling so long on the a rgu
ment of expediency." All the arguments which 
were drawn from it pleaded more loudly and 
more strongly for an immediate, than for a gra
dual abolition. 

"But now, Sir, I come to Africa." With these 
words a new chapter in History was opened. For 
the opponents of the Slave Trade up to tha t 
point had thought in terms of the West Indies. 
After all, in the year 1792, the European world 
knew very little of Africa. There were the Por
tuguese colonies, bu t they did not extend more 
than two hundred miles o r so from the coast. 
There were some 15.000 Dutch Settlers a t the 

Cape, There were some isolated posts and str ips 
of terri tory in West Africa, The slaves of North 
Africa were in the control of the Berber Cor-
sairs . Something was known of Egypt, but it 
was thought of as p a r t of the Ottoman Empire. 
African then was, as has been said, lit t le more 
than a coastline. No one then concerned him
self with what happened beyond the coastline, 
except to be aware that some of the slaves tha t 
were purchased must come from there. Whit
field used to refer to the slaves as Ethiopians. To 
P i t t it was given to see further. "Long as tha t 
continent has been known to navigators" he said 
" the extreme line and boundaries of its coasts is 
all with whieh Europe is yet become acquainted 
. . . As to the whole interior of tha t continent 
you are, by your own principles of commerce, as 
yet entirely shut o u t : Africa is known to you 
only by its skirts. Yet even there you are able 
to infuse a poison t ha t spreads its contagious 
effects from one end to the other, wThich pene
t ra tes to its very centre, corrupting every p a r t 
to which i t reaches," 

"But now, Sir, I come to Africa. That is the 
ground on which I rest. Why ought the Slave 
Trade to be abolished? Because it is an incurable 
injustice. How much stronger then is the argu
ment for immediate, than gradual abolition!" 
He dealt with the specious argument t ha t i t was 
a necessary evil. "The origin of evil is indeed a 
subject beyond the reach of human understand
ings; and the permission of it by the Suprenv 
Being, is a subject into which it belongs not to 
us to enquire. But where the evil is a moral 
evil which a man can scrutinise, and where the 
moral evil has its origins with ourselves, let us 
not imagine t ha t we can clear our conscience-* by 
this general, not to say irreligious and impious, 
way of laying aside the question." But his gaze 
was turned by now in a prophetic vision, on the 
whole continent of Africa. He saw the tempta
tion which the t raders laid in the way of the 
African peoples to sell their fellow-creatures, 
leading to misery throughout all Africa, "Do 
you think nothing of the ruin and the miseries 
in which so many individuals in Africa are in
volved in consequence of carrying off so many 
myriads of people? Do you think nothing of 
their families which a re left behind? Of the 
friendships, attachments and relationships t ha t 
are burs t asunder? , . . What do you know of 
the internal s ta te of Africa?" 

He turned for the moment to deal with what 
many felt to be one of the strongest arguments 
against the Abolition of the Slave Trade, t ha t 
if Britain abandoned it, it would not mean t ha t 
other countries would do so. "How, S i r / ' he 
exclaimed, "is this enormous evil ever to be era
dicated, if every nation is thus prudentially to 
wait till the concurrence of all the world has 
been obtained?" He considered also the argu
ment tha t there was "something in the disposi
tion and nature of the Africans themselves, 
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which made it impossible to civilise thraa." He 
quoted an example which had been given of Afri
can barbar ism and then coldly quoted from the 
laws of the West Indies which established death 
as the penalty for any slave who ran away and 
left his master for more t h a n six months* "Let 
the house now contras t the two cases* Let them 
ask themselves which of the two exhibits the 
greater barbari ty . " I hope, therefore, we shall 
hear no more of the moral impossibility of civil
ising the Africans, nor have our understandings 
and consciences insulted, by being called upon to 
sanction the slave t rade, until other nations have 
set t h e example of abolishing i t . " And then , in 
words which were long remembered, he drove his 
point home. "There was a time, Sir, which i t 
may be fit sometimes to revive in the remem
brance of our country when . , . t he very prac
tice of the slave t rade once prevailed among us. 
Slaves i . , were formerly an established article 
of our exports. ' G r e a t numbers / ' he quoted from 
a contemporary historian, "were exported like 
cattle from the British coast and were t o be seen 
exposed for sale in the Roman marke t / ' He 
listed what he called "those sources of slavery' ' , 
such as debtors or prisoners taken in war, and 
added t ha t "every one of these sources of slav
ery has been stated, and almost precisely in the 
same terms, to be at th i s hour a source of slav
ery in Africa". "And," he said, "these circunv 
stances, Sir, furnish the alleged proof t ha t Africa 
labours under a na tura l incapacity for civilisa
tion . . . tha t Providence never intended her to 
raise above a s ta te of barbarism, t ha t Providence 
has irrevocably doomed her to be only a nursery 
of slaves for us free and civilised Europeans . . . 
Why might not some Roman senator, reasoning 
on the principles of some honourable gentlemen 
and pointing t o the British barbar ians , have 
predicted with equal boldness, "There is a people 
t ha t will never rise to civilisation — there is a 
people destined never to be free — a people with
out the understanding necessary for the at tain
ment of useful a r t s ; depressed by the hand of 
na ture below the level of the human species; and 
created to form a supply of slaves for the res t 
of the world." 

"We, Sir ," he continued "have long since 
emerged from barbarism —- we have almost for
gotten t ha t we were once barbar ians — we a re 
now raised to a situation which exhibits a strik
ing contrast to every circumstance, by which a 
Roman might have characterised us, and by 
which we now characterise Africa." He glanced 
a t the long history of his country, how "by a 
progression slow, and for a time almost impercep
tible", it had become pre-eminent in commerce, 
the ar ts , philosophy, science and "al l the bless
ings of civil society", u in the possession of peace, 
of happiness and of liberty [\ "under the guid
ance of a mild and beneficient religion", "pro
tected by impart ial l aws" and "living under a 
system of government . , • which has become the 

admiration of the world." " F r o m all these 
blessings, we must for ever have been shut out r 

had there been any t ru th in those principles 
which some gentlemen have not hesitated to lay 
down as applicable to the case of Africa." 

"I t ru s t , " he said, "we shall no longer continue 
this commerce, to the destruction of every im
provement on t ha t wide continent, and shall not 
consider ourselves as conferring too g rea t a boon, 
in restoring its inhabitants to the ranks of human 
beings. I t ru s t we shall not think ourselves too 
l iberal" — i t is interest ing to see th is word of 
such ancient lineage, associated through many 
centuries with the g r e a t human qualit ies of free
dom and generosity, now used for almost the first 
time in a political sense — "I t ru s t t ha t we shall 
not think ourselves too liberal, if, by abolishing 
the slave t rade, we give them the same common 
chance of civilisation with other par t s of the 
world, and t ha t we shall now allow to Africa the 
opportunity, the hope, the prospect of a t ta in ing 
to the same blessings which we ourselves, through 
the favourable dispensation of Divine Providence, 
have been permitted, a t a much more early 
period to enjoy. If we listen to the voice of 
reason and duty, and pursue this night the line 
of conduct which they prescribe, some of us may 
live to see the reverse of t ha t picture, from 
which we now tu rn our eyes with shame and 
regret . We may live to behold the natives of 
Africa, engaged in the calm occupations of in
dustry, in the pursuits of a just and legitimate 
commerce. We may behold the beams of science 
and philosophy breaking in upon their land, 
which a t some happy period in still later times 
may blaze with full lus t re ; and joining their 
influence to t ha t of pure religion, may illumine 
and invigorate the most distant extremities of 
tha t immense continent. Then may we hope t ha t 
even Africa, though last of all the quar te rs of 
the globe, shall enjoy a t length, in the evening 
of her days, those blessings which have descend
ed so plentifully upon us in a much earl ier period 
of the world. Then also will Europe, part icipat
ing in her improvement and prosperity, receive 
an ample recompense for the t a rdy kindness <if 
kindness i t can be called) of no longer hindering 
that continent from extr icat ing herself out of 
the darkness which, in other more for tunate re
gions, h a s been so much more speedily dispelled/ ' 

The House by now was l istening to him spell
bound. Fo r the last twenty minutes, Wilberforce 
said af terwards, he had really seemed to be in
spired. The dawn had now broken over London 
and as he came to these words the rays of the 
rising sun streamed through the windows of St, 
Stephen's. Pi t t turned towards them and with 
what must be the most superb use of quotation 
in all oratory, and obviously quite impromptu, he 
exclaimed, 

Nos primus equis oriens afflavit anhelis, 
Illic sera rubens accendit lumina vesper. 
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(The quotation comes from one of the Georgics 
of Virgil — On us the rising sun first breathes 
with her panting steeds; there glowing Vesper 
is kindling his evening rays-) 

In his concluding words he showed again that 
it was Africa, not just " the extreme link and 
boundaries of its coasts", but the whole of Africa, 
of which he was thinking, " I t is in this view, 
Sir, — I t is an atonement for our long and cruel 
injustice towards Africa, t ha t the measure pro
posed by my honourable friend most forcibly re* 
commends itself to my mind. The grea t and 
happy change to be expected in the State of her 
inhabitants is, of all the various and important 
benefits of the abolition, in my estimation, in
comparably the most extensive and important. 

I shall vote, Sir, against the amendment; and 
I shall also oppose to the utmost every proposi
tion, which in any way may tend to prevent or 
even to postpone for an hour, the total abolition 
of the slave t r a d e : a measure which, on all the 
various grounds which I have stated, we are 
bound by the most pressing and indispensable 
duty, to adopt-'* 

But P i t t was not successful- Immediately he 
sat down the House divided, and the amendment 
was carried by 193 votes to 125. Nine months 
later England was at war with France and soon 
the problem of the Slave Trade seemed to have 
been forgotten. Those who supported it began 
to find themselves associated with the Republi
cans in France. A noble lord in a debate three 
years later exclaimed, "And what does Abolition 
of the Slave Trade mean more or less in effect 
than Liberty and Equality? What more or less 
than the Rights of Man? And what is liberty 
and equality and what the Rights of Man but 
the foolish fundamental principles of this new 
philosophy? . . . All being equal, blacks and 
whites, French and English, wolves and lambs, 
shall ( . . promiscuously pig together, engender
ing a new species of man as the product of this 
new philosophy, a nondescript in the order of 
human beings." But I think we can see now 
that, after Pi t t ' s speech, the Slave Trade was 
doomed. Fifteen years later it was abolished 
and twenty six years after tha t all the slaves in 
the British Colonies were freed. 

But i t was even more important t ha t this great 
speech opened up to Britain, and in due course, 
to all Europe, the problem of Africa. With t ha t 
problem we, of European stock, a re still g rap 
pling. What should strike us particularly is how 
at the very beginning the problem was considered, 
not as an economic one, or even as a political 
one, but as a g r ea t moral issue, a question of 
r ight and wrong. And it is because I know t h a t 
I am speaking to people who look on the prob
lem of Africa today, in exactly t ha t same way 
that I have been so glad to be granted the oppor
tuni ty this evening to recall to you this speech. 
You, in all you do, are echoing the ideals and the 
prophetic words which are to be found in it . 

AN OPEN LETTER TO 

MR. BLAAR COETZEE 

Dear agitated Mr. C. 
Your views disturbed and puzzled me. 
When on October twenty seven, 
You hinted at a Bantu heaven! 
Clear, in our own apartheid land, 
(That no-one seems to understand) 
You voiced your passionate appeal 
To those whose job i t is to deal 

With mat te rs tha t concern the Blacks, 
To spare the Bantu what he lacks. 
Issuing warnings from Pretoria 

Against a spiri t of euphoria, 
You cried: "Officials, do your d u t y ! " — 
For comfort, luxury and beauty 
Must not be given in excess 

To those whose little should be less. 
No costly homes, no lives of ease, 
For Blacks with pampered families, 
No theatres, concerts, banquets, balls, 

No sumptuous feasts in splendid halls, 
The while the white man's toil and sweat 

Makes coddled Blacks more coddled yet! 
How sad, departments implicated, 
Must now be feeling; how frustrated, 
When thus, the very things they'd planned, 

When thus, dear Mr. C. were banned! 
Yet, as we pitied their frustration. 

You reminded us, salvation 
Awaits us when, some future day, 

(That time for which loyal Whites should pray) 
The Blacks go HOME, and Whites, of course, 

Shall constitute a labour force 
Tha t will, with yet unrivalled merit, 
Strangle all we may inherit — 
In apurtheitVft crowning hour — 

Of economic growth and power. 
So still I question, Mr. C,t 

The wisdom of a policy 
Tha t means we lose what we could save 
And dig, ourselves, the white man's grave. 

Tarantula . 

The BUt<k Sash, Aug./OcL, 196« 13 Die Swart Serp> AugJOkt, 196V 


