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PREFACE:

This work, though it touches upon many subjects, should be principally read as an
examination of the shifting attitudes exhibited and preconceived perceptions held by British
peoples regarding Africans, particularly those in West Africa, as informed by socio-political
and economic contexts, racial theorists/scientists, and imperial philosophers. This will be
done through a set of case studies that most clearly embody the perceptions as the cited
evidence provided supports during its given historical setting. The analytical tools employed
to analyze these images, those of racism and culturalism, will be dissected and examined so
as to explore their origins and denote their meaning in the context of this work. This thesis
is an original contribution to the surrounding literature because it does not fit neatly into
standard historical categories like African, British, or intellectual history. As such, I hesitate
to categorize it beyond saying that it belongs next to other works exploring British
colonialism in Africa, serving the reader by giving them greater insight regarding the factors
that came into play in determining the ways in which British agents perceived West Africa

and its peoples between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.



Introduction

The historiography of British-West African relations between the eighteenth and
nineteenth century is typically characterized by narratives that center on the imposition of
power by British colonizers onto West African colonized. While important, these histories
tend to neglect the dynamic nature of British-West African interaction as well as the
importance of West African social, political, and economic history in dictating how and
when such power was exercised—none of which can be understood by primarily focusing
on changes in British historical circumstances. Because of this neglect, such histories also
tend to frame British-West African relations through the anachronistic application of
modern conceptions of race and racism. As this thesis will argue, rather than characterize
British-West African relations from the mid-eighteenth to the late-nineteenth century as a
one-sided imposition of an increasingly virulent racism, there was instead a marked transition
from a culturalist mindset (defined further below) to what now resembles modern
definitions of race and racism. It is further argued that this transition from one mindset to
another is heavily influenced by important economic and political changes in both Britain
and West Africa throughout this period. Industrialization, free-trade theory, liberal
democracy in Britain, alongside the ending of the slave trade, transition to so called
“legitimate” commerce, and the destabilizing effect this had on strong authoritarian and
highly militarized polities in West Africa like the Asante are crucial to understanding the
transition from culturalist to racist perceptions by the British. Essentially, this thesis will
explain how West Africans during most of the eighteenth century could be viewed by the
British, if not as equals, then with at least a degree of respect for their social and political
organization, and recognition of their intellectual rigor to, in the span of a few decades, being

framed as inherently inferior, even in spite of increasing evidence that proved otherwise.



To demonstrate these points, this thesis will first investigate the life and thoughts of
Ignatius Sancho, an African born man of letters in metropolitan Britain during the mid-
eighteenth century. His life reveals the culturalist attitudes that prevailed in Britain toward
West Africans throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Next, Sancho’s life
will be contrasted to that of the Fante port city of Annamaboe (located in today’s Ghana).
Annamaboe was a central hub for the West African slave trade, and the Portuguese, Dutch,
Danes, and British all established a presence there from the sixteenth century. Looking at
Annamaboe in the same analytical frame as Sancho reveals that the British did not control
trade at Annamaboe, but were instead subordinate to powerful Fante middlemen—who
negotiated with the powerful West African empire of Asante—when it came to trade,
especially the slave trade. While the British held contempt for Fante middlemen and leaders,
they also displayed a high level of respect for both Fante social and political organization,
and intelligence.

In order to demonstrate the sharp transition to racism that occurred by the middle of
the nineteenth century (which occurred due to specific political and economic changes in
both Britain and West Africa) the life and works of West African physicians James
“Africanus” Beale Horton in particular as well as John Farrell Easmon are explored. Both
men transitioned between Britain and West Africa throughout the course of their careers,
and their lives enable us to once again place Britain and West Africa in the same analytical
frame during this period. Their stories demonstrate the emergence of what would be labeled
today as modern racism (as opposed to the culturalist attitudes of just a few decades prior)
despite the fact that they were significantly more educated, well travelled, and published than
men such as Sancho. These case studies, viewed through the analytical lenses of culturalism

and racism, serve as excellent examples that underscore this thesis’s ultimate question



why was there a more acceptant British perception of West Africans during the era of the
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experienced in medieval Europe. Prior to the implementation of this doctrine most Jews
were, according to Fredrickson, persecuted based on religious (and therefore cultural)
difference. The Inquisition, however, believed that the mass conversion of Jewish people to
Christianity in the late fifteenth century was insincere, done primarily to avoid expatriation
under anti-Semitic legislation. According to Frederickson, “both doctrinal heresy and enmity
toward Christians became seen as the likely, even inevitable, consequence of having Jewish
blood... to the extent that it was enforced, the Spanish doctrine of purity of blood was
undoubtedly racist.”’s

Clearly, racism can exist without modern conceptions of biologized race. However,
this thesis contends that the term, as understood by both its above and modern colloquial
definitions, cannot be consistently applied to British-West African relations in the eighteenth

and early nineteenth century. This is in no small part due to the unique roles played by

P



The word ‘race’ was given a great variety of meanings in the eighteenth, nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. It was used to refer to cultural, religious, national, linguistic,
ethnic and geographical groups of human beings... to direct my attention to one
particular usage of the word would mean ignoring most of what was understood to
comprise the scientific [and philosophic] literature on the subject... As a historical
strategy | have found it best to take the word to mean whatever scientists [and
philosophers] have decided it to mean.”s

This understanding allows for us to more effectively explore images of race in culture and

science in the past, rather than fruitlessly test the morality and veracity of past ideas against

those of the present.

Culturalism, as applied in this thesis, can be understood as: 1) an inability or
unwillingness to tolerate cultural difference and/or 2) the discrimination and othering of a
person based on cultural difference. However, this intolerance and/or discrimination can be
genuinely and completely overcome through a person’s willing assimilation into the culturalist’s
society and the internalization of that society’s norms. Deeper discussions of racism and
culturalism will inform the case studies that are central to this thesis to help highlight the
appropriateness (or inappropriateness) of the terms use when evaluating a given context.s

Finally, there are instances when this thesis refers to the concept of material advantage.
By this it is meant the ability to consistently gain the upper hand in economic exchange for
the sake of affording favorable access to material goods, be they finished or otherwise. The
desire to attain material advantage is perhaps the primary motivator for British colonial
incursion into and control over West Africa from the mid-nineteenth century. Therefore, the
use of the terms culturalism, racism, and the political and economic factors that influenced

their development serve as an exploration of the “justifications” employed by the British to

obfuscate the base nature of their deeper motivation: avarice.

4 Stepan, Nancy,






“snapshot” of British relationships with and perceptions of Africans up through 1807.
Consequently, this section of thesis demonstrates how the application of the term “racism”

is
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The life of James “Africanus” Beale Horton serves as a perfect case study to examine
this transition. Horton was a British-trained West African doctor and successful army
medical officer who practiced between the 1860’s and 1880’s. During his own time he

experienced and wrote about the coalescence of racialized
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Chapter One: Ignatius Sancho

The most obvious example of an outstanding and highly successful African in Britain
during the eighteenth century period is Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa. His 1789
autobiography, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, was a significant factor
contributing to the creation of the Slave Trade Act in 1807, which abolished the African
slave trade for Britain and its colonies. As important as Equiano is as a historically puissant
African figure in the abolitionist movement, not to mention eighteenth and early nineteenth
British society in general, he has begun to loom rather overlarge in that venue, obscuring the
fact that many Africans had achieved high levels of success in Britain during this time
period.

One less studied than Equiano would be Ottobah Cugoano. Taking the name John
Stuart after his baptism, he was an African abolitionist and natural rights philosopher from
Ghana who was active in England in the latter half of the eighteenth century. Captured in
present-day Ghana and sold into slavery at the age of 13, he was shipped to Grenada in
the Lesser Antilles, where he worked on a plantation. In 1772 he was purchased by an
English merchant who took him to England, where he was taught to read and write, and was
freed following the ruling in the Somersett Case, which held that, based on the Cartwright
Decision of 1569, there was no common law basis for slavery on English soil. While working

for artists Richard and Maria Cosway, he became acquainted with British political and

7 Equiano, Olaudah. The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, Or Gustavus Vassa, The African: Written
By Himself. London, 1789. Accessed August 22, 2016.
https://archive.org/stream/theinterestingnal5399gut/15399.txt.
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cultural figures that prompted him to join the Sons of Africa, an active group of African
abolitionists in England during the latter half of the eighteenth century. His 1787
Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Human Species stands as one of the
first tracts published by an African demanding the abolition of the slave trade. In it,

Cugoano argued that every man in Britain was responsible in some degree for slavery and



within two years, his dissertation being: The Rights of Blacks in Europe. For further studies

Amo moved to the University of Wittenberg where he studied a wide variety of subjects

(
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the biography of him written by Joseph Jekyll Esg. first included in the 1803 edition
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become a grocer in Westminster. He lived and worked there with his family until his death in
1780, caused by an incident of severe illness fatally complicated by his gout and obesity.1o
Jekyll, however, went beyond simply recounting the details of Sancho’s life, using his
death as a platform from which to preach against the small but growing undercurrent of
racialized thought that had begun to flow in the British mind. Jekyll insisted “he who could
penetrate the interior of Africa, might not improbably discover Negro arts and polity, which
bear little analogy to the ignorance and grossness of slaves in the sugar-islands, expatriated in
infancy, and brutalized under the whip and task-master.”11 As one might note, Jekyll’s
insistence on environment, not personhood, on nurture, not nature, is indicative of the
culturalist attitudes that were still the lens used by the British mainstream in examining other
peoples right at the turn of the nineteenth century. To underscore his point (and perhaps
give it the weight of scientific backing), Jekyll included a long excerpt of an article published
by Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, a highly prominent figure in racial theory at the turn of the
nineteenth century, in a German medical journal in the 1790’s. Seemingly combatting
notions of the biologized thought that had yet to come in vogue for several decades, Jekyll
included and highlighted Blumenbach’s assertion that “Negroes, in regard to their mental
faculties and capacity, are not inferior to the rest of the human race.” Blumenbach explicitly
mentions Sancho as an example of the mental acuity of Africans in a “properly civilized
environment,” a statement that not only further emphasized the importance of concepts of
culturalism as employed by British and overall European perceptions Africans at this time,

but also the popularity experienced by Sancho’s letters after his death in 1780.12

10 Edwards, Paul, ed., and Rewt, Polly, ed., The Letters of Ignatius Sancho (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press
1994). 22-24.

u Ibid., 25.

12 Ibid., 26.
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Select letters written by Sancho reveal much concerning his thoughts as regards to
the perceptions of Africans in the eighteen century and, more specifically, to his experiences
as a fully assimilated African in a culturalist society. Sancho, an affable man, made his
presence known since his days as a servant in the Montagu household. He had a great
interest in charity work, often calling on the good will of his friends to help those in need,
whether they needed food, money or, in one specific instance, clothing.is This interest in
aiding others did not end upon taking up a career as a Westminster grocer after his
retirement. In a letter to a certain Mr. Browne Sancho can be seen writing a letter of
recommendation for a particularly talented African servant seeking employment in an upper
tier household after years of serving a middleclass family..« Sancho also made friends with
popular figures of the day. For example, he became friends with Giardini, a famous
composer, impresario, and virtuoso violinist at the time that often gave Sancho free tickets
to his performances.s

Sancho, beyond being a charitable and popular busybody, was also a particularly
proud patriot. We can find evidence of his great interest in the rebellion of the American
colonies and his faith in the Crown’s military might in some of his later letters. In a letter to
a Mrs. Cocksedge he wrote,

“the defeat of Washtub’s army — and the capture of Arnold and Sullivan with seven

thousand prisoners — thirteen countries return to their allegiance. All this news is

believed — the delivery of her Majesty is certain Pray God the rest may be as

certain... and the British empire be strongly knit in the never ending bands of sacred friendship
and brotherly love!” 1

13 Letter from Sancho to Mr. James Meheux, September 17 1768 AND Letter from Sancho to Mr. James
Meheux September 20 1768 IN Ibid., 39-40.

14 Letter from Sancho to Mr. Browne August 12, 1775 IN Ibid., 25.

15 Letter from Sancho to Mrs. H- April 9 1778 IN Ibid., 60.

16 Letter from Sancho to Mrs. Cocksedge November 5 1777 IN Ibid., 114. Emphasis mine.
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Here we can see Sancho excited about the defeats of George Washington at Long Island and
Brandywine Creek as well as the capture of General John Sullivan and Benedict Arnold prior
to his betraying the colonial army. This excitement, desire to see the colonies return to the
Crown, and faith in the power of the British empire offers explicit evidence of Sancho’s
sincere investment in British culture and society. Put otherwise, it is highly doubtful that one
who lacks such investment in their society would, of their own unprompted accord, so
openly and enthusiastically support that society’s efforts at quelling a rebellious region. That

his excitement turns into troubled concern as the war drags out for longer than he had
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Many other letters, however, do not take such a jovial tone and can instead be read
with an eye for subtle sarcasm and satire. In a letter to the aforementioned Mr. Browne
Sancho writes,

“l thank you for your kindness to your poor black brethren — I flatter myself you will

find them not ungrateful... | have observed a dog will love those who use him kindly

—and surely, if so, Negroes, in their state of ignorance and bondage, will not act less

generously, if I may judge them by myself.”1
Though a literal reading of the text might simply find the letter to be thankful, when
considered in a more nuanced fashion it shows more than a little resentment that such an
analogy is possible, reminding Browne of the inhumanity and domination that necessarily
underlies the master/slave relationship.

Sancho’s hatred of slavery can be seen throughout his letters. In one written to a
certain Mr. Fisher thanking him for lending Sancho several books concerned with the cause
of abolition, he writes,

“That upon the unchristian and most diabolical usage of my brother Negroes — the

illegality — the horrid wickedness of the traffic — the cruel carnage and depopulation

of the human species — is painted in such strong colours that | would think (if duly
attended to) flash conviction — and produce remorse in every enlightened and candid
reader... | wish each member of each house of parliament had one of these
books.”2
Though this letter is uncharacteristically frank in its address of slavery it is at best
milquetoast when compared to the one written in response to the son of one of his good
friends serving in the Indian colonial service. Responding to the letter, he wrote
... you speak (with honest indignation) of the treachery and chicanery of the

Natives... you should remember from whom they leant these vices. The first
Christian [read: European] visitors found them a simple, harmless people — but the
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compendium of letters where he explicitly renounces his British identity, consequently
marking the only time in which he refuses to assimilate and bypass culturalist prejudice.

The letter, however, is far from being vitriolic in its entirety. In reading the entire
piece it is abundantly clear that Sancho cares for his friend’s son and wishes him the best. He
reminds him to “read your bible” twice over, statements that reaffirms Sancho’s Christianity
since he is advising a young man to keep it in mind and, additionally, provides evidence
toward his sincere investment in the religious aspect of British culture. He also recommends
educative reading material in a postscript. That Sancho believes in the power of self-
education is, of course, unsurprising given how well it served him in his life. He tells him
“the mind, my dear Jack, wants food... why then should not one wish to increase in
knowledge as well as money? His recommendations, classic works of history and literature,
would serve Wingrave well as weighty tomes that would challenge his mind and force the
development of his intellect.2s

That Sancho deeply values the circumstances that allowed for him to escape slavery
is made abundantly clear in a letter he wrote to Julius Soubise, a fellow black British servant.
Soubise, however, squandered his fortunate happenstance by becoming a criminal — he raped
one of the Duchess of Queensbury’s maids.2« Sancho, writing to Soubise after he had been
exiled as punishment for his crime, wrote, “Happy, happy lad! What a fortune is thine! Look
round upon the miserable fate of almost all of our unfortunate colour — superadded to
ignorance, - see slavery, and the contempt of those very wretches who roll in affluence from
our labours.” For Soubise to throw his privileged position away through the commission

such a repugnant crime struck Sancho as incredibly foolish and sickening.zs

23 bid.
24 Letter from Sancho to Mr. Meheux July 23 1777 IN Ibid., 96.
25 Letter from Sancho to Mr. Soubise October 11 1772 IN Ibid., 51.
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That we have access to these letters at all is more than likely due to the solicitations
of Edmund Rack, a Quaker abolitionist who had read some of Sancho’s letters in the past.
Writing to Sancho in 1779, Rack wrote,

I am fully persuaded that the great God... regards the natives of Africa with equal

complacence as those of this or any other country; and that the rewards annexed to
virtue will accompany it in all ages and nations, either in this life, or in a future
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Chapter Two: Britain and West Africa: Trade Partners

Context

Before we move on to the region where Sancho was criticizing British action, a bit of
context may serve to elucidate some of the actions taken by the Fante, Asante, and British in
Annamaboe. As previously mentioned, many popular histories of today incorrectly posit that
the British imposed their will on West African peoples, forcing them into slavery and
justifying it with an anachronistic application of racism informed by a sense of innate British
biological superiority. The reality the situation, put forth by numerous scholars, was that
many Europeans, particularly those with New World holdings, provided a demand for a
product, slave labor, which West African elites were interested in supplying for the sake of
profit.zz This was possible because “the institution of slavery... was of considerable antiquity
in Africa” and as such “it was no dramatic leap to sell slaves outside the community.”zs

This is not to say that the European demand for slavery was merely an outside
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common in this period, in which groups of raiders would attack communities and bring
captured men, women, and children to the coast to sell them to passing slave ships.so

A specific example of this would be the role played by the slave trade between the
English, Dutch and the warring Denkyira and Asante states in what is now Ghana. The
Asante, taking advantage of changes in European trading relations after the consolidation of
the Kingdom of Kongo (in what is now modern day Angola) began capturing Denkyira gold
mining sites and people in the 1690’s in an attempt to capitalize on the increased presence of
English and Dutch traders along the Gold Coast. The Asante, drawing on their own political
justifications based on alleged Denkyira brutality toward civilians, began consolidating their
power in the region. The Asante, having won a decisive battle in 1701, permanently shifted
power relations to ensure their prominence along the Gold Coast. Those that did not ally
with the Asante were captured as slaves and sold to the English and Dutch to both solidify
trade relations and permanently dispense with their adversaries by sending them away from
the continent, a process the Asante referred to as “eating the land.”s

Despite the rapidly growing market share in the slave trade occupied by Europeans,
West Africans were not participating in an extraverted economy by any significant stretch.
While the slave trade with Europe was certainly a considerable historical force at this time,
African polities, not only in the West, but all parts of the continent were engaged with trade
on the communal, regional, and at times continental scales. Trade between neighbors and
villages was common, as agricultural development allowed for people to participate in labor

specialization and purchase goods and services through trade and barter. Long distance

30 Ibid.
31 Mccaskie, T. C. "Denkyira In The Making Of Asante C. 1660-1720." The Journal of African History 48, no. 01
(2007): 1-25. Accessed September 8, 2016. JSTOR.
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economic exchange was not uncommon either, as caravans delivered goods to and fro for
hundreds of miles along established trade routes.s
Though difficult to find, there are some first-hand trade records that show the ways
in which British and West African slavers engaged in the slave trade in the seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries. One noteworthy account comes from English trader James
Barbot, which details his company’s trade engagements with an unnamed king who ruled a
large portion of the New Calabar river in what is now modern Nigeria. In it, he describes the
king as having
“had a great esteem and regard for the whites, who had greatly enriched him through
trade” and showing no signs of fear or deference on his part toward them, which
signified his being on equal if not superior footing with the British trade agents.ss
The king only accepted iron bars and brass rings as payment for the slaves that he
was selling, refusing to accept “wrought pewter and tankards, green beads, and other
goods.”s
The reasoning behind this was that the West Africans involved in the trade were more than
astute enough to realize that the pewter, beads, and other miscellaneous goods being offered
to them were nothing more than useless trinkets lacking any real value. As such, they only
accepted payment in the form of iron bars and brass rings, materials that were difficult to

acquire in that region which could then be melted down and made into tools and weaponry

that would give the group both economic and military advantages over others in the region.
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to either accept their terms or leave empty-handed. One can observe this when Barbot
writes that “[The King’s brother] was a sharp black... perpetually making objections against
something or other and teasing us for this or that [gift]... they did not have the art of
reading and writing, and we therefore are forced to stand to their agreement.”ss

Finally, it is prudent to note that the Africans trading with Barbot in 1699 engaged in
non-slave trade as well. According to Barbot’s account, prices were set as

Sixty king’s yams, one [iron] bar; one hundred and sixty slave’s yams, one bar; for

fifty thousand yams to be delivered to us. A [large cask] of water, two rings. For the

length of wood, seven bars, which is dear, but they were to deliver it ready cut into

our boat. For one goat, one bar. A cow, ten or eight bars, according to its size. A

hog, two bars. A calf, eight bars. A jar of palm oil, one bar and a quarter.ss
Though the specific content of and prices set in this trade are not of great interest, what is
important to note is that the existence of this and other accounts of non-slave trade
delegitimize the idea that West Africans were over-reliant on the slave trade and struggled to
adapt to “legitimate” trade after the British abolition of the trade in 1807,

There are also accounts that discredit the idea that Africans were always grateful for
the presence of European traders. For example, there is a letter that was written by Nzinga
Mbemba, or Afonso the First of the Kingdom of Kongo, in which he petitions the King of
Portugal to restrict his merchants and missionaries in Kongolese territory. There is a very
telling passage in which he states that

[The Kongolese} people, keenly desirous as they are of the wares and things of your

Kingdoms, which are brought here by your people, and in order to satisfy their voracious

appetite, seize many of our people, freed and exempt men, and very often it happens that they

kidnap even noblemen and the sons of noblemen, and our relatives, and take them

to be sold to the white men who are in our Kingdoms...we need from those (your)
Kingdoms no more than some priests and a few people to reach in schools, and no
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sold to European slavers, but a significant minority composed of the highest quality slaves
was kept to clear tropical forest and work the land to produce New World crops.

A sort of positive feedback system formed here, which propelled Annamaboe from a
backwater port to being an immensely powerful player along the Coast. Maize served as a
fast growing, easily planted, nonperishable, easily transported carbohydrate source. The
Fante and Asante, well fed on this new crop, were able to expand their population. This
larger, better fed population would allow the Asante to campaign against their neighbors,

seizing more land and captives to both sell to Fante slavers and clear/work their newly
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relations and mend gaps that would occur as one side tried to take advantage of the other,
and vice versa. The Fante women in these relationships gained access to employment,
education, money, and trade not only for themselves but for their friends and families. The
Englishmen, in return, received access to sex, cheaper food and shelter (the Fante regularly
charged a premium for Europeans seeking food and board in town), healthcare, and cultural
insight. The children that resulted from these “country marriages” were often sent to Europe
to receive an education and became professionals, typically returning to find employment in
Annamaboe or else remaining in the country they had received an education from.

Children also played a large role in British-Fante trade relations. The pawn system
was employed as a means through which Fante merchants could receive credit and goods in
advance from British traders. In exchange for this, the Fante merchant would leave one or
two of their children as collateral with the Briton, who would take the children as slaves if
the Fante merchant did not uphold their end of the bargain. These children typically learned
English and gained insight into English culture during their stays on board British ships,
which they would relay back to their fathers to provide them with a trade advantage.
However, the Fante often abused this system. These merchants regularly abandoned many
children and, consequently, the British lost money on these unfaithful ventures.
Unsurprisingly, relations between the groups grew frosty whenever these incidents occurred.
Relations grew so damaged after a period in which several of these bad-faith transactions
occurred that the British temporarily abandoned the fort in 1730, both to save money and
punish the Fante for abusing the credit advanced to them.4o

During the mid-to-Ilate eighteenth century, which was the peak of Annamaboe’s



in its socio-economic and political structure: John Corantee and Richard Brew. Corantee,
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he was sold as a slave. The English, upon learning this news, rushed to the colony where
William was being held and freed him, (rightfully) fearing his father’s wrath and the closing
of trade in Annamaboe. Upon William’s return to England he was hailed as a sort of
celebrity, with the story of his escape becoming the matter of articles and gossip. He had his
portrait taken and published in several newspapers, with the n