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Write a 2,500-word essay: ‘“Black peril” scares reveal more about colonial anxieties than about the realities of sexual violence’. Discuss. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]The term ‘black peril’ originated in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century settler societies, including South Africa, Rhodesia, and Kenya. It encapsulated pervasive fears that portrayed black men as sexual threats to white women, thereby inciting widespread moral panic (Levine, 2021). By the early 1900s, these anxieties had evolved into recurring moral panics, often referenced in debates concerning the ‘Native Question’. These panics were primarily driven by settler anxieties rather than actual incidents, with white womanhood serving as a symbol of colonial order (Cornwell, 1996). This essay examines the economic, racial, and gendered roots of black peril panics, their codification in colonial law, and the role of media in amplifying fears across South Africa, Rhodesia, and Kenya. It argues that these panics were constructed through gendered and racialised hierarchies that shaped perceptions of danger, transforming isolated incidents into existential threats. Rather than reflecting the realities of sexual violence, black peril discourse primarily functioned to uphold white supremacy under the guise of protecting white women.
	
Understanding the black peril involves exploring how it reflected broader colonial fears about race, gender, and authority. Historians differ in interpretation. Charles van Onselen highlights economic insecurity, stating white workers projected concerns about employment onto black employees, perceiving interactions as sexual threats (Levine, 2021). Majavu (2023) offers a contrasting view, focusing on anti-black racist beliefs and the long-standing discourse fostering racialisation, which laid the ideological groundwork for apartheid. Although attacks were infrequent, the panic reflected social and psychological fears. These interpretations highlight the multifaceted roots of black peril panics, combining economic anxieties with racial ideology. The most convincing explanations recognise both but primarily see the narrative as a moral crusade to defend white womanhood, justifying white dominance (Levine, 2021). These anxieties should be viewed in a broader imperial context. In late nineteenth-century Britain, sexual morality was closely tied to notions of personal virtue, national strength, and racial health, reinforced by imperial expansion (Anderson, 2010). Similar attitudes existed in colonies like Kenya, where colonial authorities often overlooked sexual relationships between white men and black women, especially in transactional contexts (Hazan, 2023). Anderson (2010) demonstrates that black peril panics were primarily rooted in settler fears, not actual incidents, with sensationalist media amplifying anxieties. These fears justified segregation and the regulation of African populations, showing that the black peril narrative served to protect colonial power structures more than sexual safety. In Rhodesia, legislative measures against Africans were driven by fear rather than evidence. Anxieties about miscegenation and sexual regulation helped consolidate white settler dominance. At the same time, the imperial gender system cast consensual relationships between white men and colonised women as acceptable, but those involving white women and black men as intolerable threats. Severe punishments, though rare, acted as rituals that reinforced white supremacy more than they addressed real crimes (Ray, 2013).

Having established the racial and economic foundations of settler anxieties, it is essential to consider their intersection with gender, particularly the perceived need to protect white women. The figure of the 'houseboy' was central to the black peril panic in early twentieth-century South Africa, embodying anxieties related to race, sexuality, and domestic intimacy. Houseboys were frequently portrayed as desexualised, mechanical, or childlike, obedient servants lacking agency, which enabled white society to manage its fears by reinforcing domestic authority and racial hierarchies. In this way, houseboys represented both dependence and dominance, functioning more as symbols of white control than as genuine threats (Levine, 2023). Similarly, in Rhodesia and Kenya, African domestic servants were seen as both subordinate and potentially dangerous, reflecting broader settler anxieties about the vulnerability of white women and the maintenance of social boundaries, irrespective of actual incidents (Anderson, 2010). Black peril panics symbolised colonial anxieties about racial boundaries and white supremacy. Each incident heightened concerns about ‘white purity’ and the fragility of settler society. The importance of the black peril stemmed from its power to crystallise fears about race, gender, and colonial authority, rather than the frequency of actual crimes (Anderson, 2010). Gender and race intersected in settler responses. White women’s groups called for stricter protections, while the widespread exploitation of African women by white men, the so-called ‘white peril’, received little attention. This disparity highlights how threats to white women were prioritised over violence against African women, exposing the racialised logic of settler anxieties. The discourse surrounding the black peril constructed white women as inherently vulnerable, thereby reinforcing both racial and gender hierarchies within colonial society. Despite widespread fears, historical evidence indicates that sexual assaults by African men were rare, suggesting that the panic was largely symbolic rather than grounded in fact. African men were depicted as predators, while white women were idealised as innocent and pure; this constructed vulnerability served to uphold the colonial social order and perpetuate patriarchal and racial hierarchies (Cornwell, 1998). The stereotype of the endangered white woman was used to justify restrictions on black men's movement and to reinforce segregation. The colonial state's emphasis on protecting white women was primarily concerned with maintaining the gendered racial order of the empire, rather than ensuring individual safety (Ray, 2013). In settler societies, women were often regarded as property to be protected, and fears of black men attacking white women symbolised broader anxieties about preserving white dominance (Etherington, 1988).

The perceived need to protect white women prompted legal and political measures that institutionalised these anxieties within colonial policy. Legislative responses illustrate that settler fears, rather than actual crime statistics, significantly influenced colonial lawmaking. The progression toward harsher penalties for black men accused of sexual offences against European women in Kenya, culminating in the 1926 law mandating the death penalty, demonstrates that policy was shaped more by settler anxieties than by crime rates. The severe responses to infrequent incidents indicate that legislation often functioned as a performative act intended to reassure white settlers and symbolically reinforce racial boundaries, rather than addressing widespread sexual violence. These policies were designed to comfort a fearful settler population and maintain racial hierarchies (Anderson, 2010). By the 1920s, Rhodesia and South Africa had already enacted the death penalty for rape, and Kenyan settlers frequently referenced these precedents when advocating for stricter laws. The escalation of legal measures in Kenya thus mirrored earlier legislative developments in Rhodesia, revealing a regional pattern in which exceptional cases were used to justify extreme actions (Anderson, 2010). Across settler colonies, black peril fears justified increased policing, harsher laws, and white dominance. In early twentieth-century South Africa, legal reforms often responded to panics rather than to rising crime. After the South African War, scandals over interracial relationships led to new laws across several regions (Cornwell, 1996). The 1927 Immorality Act targeted interracial sex but not marriage, revealing the inconsistency of laws shaped by social anxieties rather than crime data. Such legislation enshrined settler fears in law, centring the regulation of white women’s sexuality. Authorities and the white press used black peril fears to unify settlers and legitimise repressive policies, with media and law working together to turn anxieties into instruments of racial domination (Ray, 2013; Hazan, 2023).

The media played a parallel role by amplifying fears and reinforcing settler dominance. The colonial press and circulating rumours were instrumental in perpetuating black peril scares within settler communities. Newspapers such as the East African Standard and The Leader frequently sensationalised rare or unverified reports of sexual assault, thereby intensifying settler anxieties. This suggests that the media's primary focus was not on accurately reporting threats, but on cultivating a climate of fear that justified and sustained white concerns about racial and gendered dangers. Incidents were often depicted as part of a broader, menacing trend, with rumours spreading rapidly and creating a feedback loop of fear among settlers. Editors employed ambiguous terms such as ‘attack,’ ‘assault,’ ‘peril,’ and ‘outrage’ to describe events ranging from minor insubordination to rape, thereby conflating isolated incidents into the perception of a widespread threat. George Webb Hardy’s 1904 article and 1912 novel The Black Peril stoked public anxiety, showing how media sensationalism fuelled moral panic (Cornwell, 1996). The Natal rape scare of the 1860s–70s also illustrates the enduring power of newspapers and political rhetoric. Alarmist publications prompted Vigilance Committees and heightened fears. Politicians and clergy framed these anxieties as existential dangers, reinforcing patriarchal and racial authority. In these ways, white men dominated discourse, turning isolated incidents into widespread panic and consolidating hierarchies (Etherington, 1988). The 1912 Witwatersrand panic shows how sensational reporting led to mass meetings and vigilante actions, reinforcing group identity rather than addressing real threats (Levine, 2021). Contemporary commentary in London’s The Nineteenth Century and After (May 1904) framed South Africa’s growing black population as an existential threat to white dominance, highlighting a ten-million-to-under-one-million demographic imbalance and warning that rising African political strength and movements like Ethiopianism could undermine colonial authority. The article urged English and Dutch settlers to unite to exclude black people from political power, framing the threat in apocalyptic terms (Jones, 1904, pp. 712–723). Parallels in the United States, as Hutchison (2012) shows with the case of Jack Johnson, demonstrate how media and law combined to police black male sexuality through racialised moral panic. This mechanism, replicated in South Africa, illustrates the transnational dynamics of settler anxieties, where media served as a tool to construct and enforce racial hierarchies.
While a few high-profile incidents prompted contemporaries to claim that the black peril represented a genuine threat, closer analysis indicates that such cases were rare and frequently sensationalised, underscoring the gap between perception and reality. 

Between 1907 and 1930, reports of alleged sexual assaults by African men against European women in Nairobi were infrequent. The first significant case occurred on 8 June 1907, when an African servant was accused of sexually assaulting a six-year-old European girl, resulting in widespread public outrage. Similar allegations in March and May 1920 attracted media attention, yet none resulted in convictions. Despite their rarity, these incidents were sensationalised by the press and settler communities, culminating in the 1926 law that imposed the death penalty for rapes of European women by African men. These isolated cases were leveraged for political and ideological purposes, leading to colonial policies that were disproportionate to the actual threat (Anderson, 2010). The establishment and activities of the East African Women’s League in response to isolated assault allegations illustrate how settler anxieties were channelled into organised action. Rather than addressing genuine threats, the League’s advocacy for stricter laws and increased surveillance served to dramatise the perceived vulnerability of white women, reinforcing the belief that colonial authority and racial hierarchy were under siege, even when evidence did not support such claims. These initiatives were motivated by fears of sexual violence as well as broader concerns about racial boundaries, domestic stability, and settler respectability. Through lobbying, petitions, and public campaigns, the League exerted significant influence on public opinion and played a key role in shaping the 1926 legislation (Anderson, 2010). Although incidents such as the 1926 Ulyate assault and the 1928 execution of Nyaduong Owori demonstrate that attacks on European women did occur, these cases were exceptional. Their rarity, combined with prevailing settler anxieties, amplified their perceived significance. Even minor infractions were met with severe punishments, reflecting the heightened sensitivities of the settler community. The combination of a small, transient settler population dependent on African labour, urbanisation, and limited governance experience intensified these fears. Moral panic, fuelled by the press and organisations like the East African Women’s League, exaggerated both real and imagined threats, resulting in a social perception of danger that far exceeded actual statistics (Anderson, 2010). Hazan (2023) situates the 1927 Immorality Act within this context, observing that prosecutions seldom involved white women. For example, in 1929, of 107 convictions, 98 pertained to relationships between white men and black women, while only nine involved black men and white women. This disparity underscores that the concept of the black peril primarily functioned as a social construct, reflecting settler anxieties perpetuated by sensationalist media, literature, and political discourse (Cornwell, 1996). Anderson (2010) contrasts the low incidence of reported sexual assaults in Kenya with higher figures in Southern Rhodesia, where towns such as Salisbury and Bulawayo recorded dozens of cases during the same period. Nevertheless, even in Rhodesia, the panic outstripped the available evidence, with exceptional cases being used to justify sweeping policy changes. Slater (2019) offers a framework for interpreting these panics, arguing that settler anxieties were primarily driven by collective concerns about the political and cultural differences of marginalised groups, rather than by immediate violence. From this perspective, black peril panics represented efforts to suppress perceived threats to settler authority. These exaggerated fears often resulted in legislative excesses and punitive measures targeting black communities, thereby reinforcing colonial dominance and legitimising exclusionary policies without addressing genuine security issues.

Fears of black men sexually assaulting white women were not exclusive to Africa; similar anxieties emerged in the southern United States during the late 1860s and in Papua in the 1920s. However, the South African context was distinct due to the prolonged duration, approximately forty years, and the lasting political consequences of these fears (Cornwell, 1996). Recurrent black peril panics in early twentieth-century South Africa frequently involved exaggerated or baseless fears of interracial sex. These episodes typically arose during periods of post-war upheaval and political unrest, serving symbolically to defend white women and reinforce racial hierarchies. Following the Anglo-Boer War, colonies such as the Cape, Natal, Transvaal, and Orange Free State experienced moral panics related to prostitution and racial mixing. The increase in white prostitutes and impoverished rural women working with soldiers heightened concerns about morality, prompting new legislation targeting immorality across the colonies. These laws were primarily intended to protect white prestige rather than to prevent miscegenation, as official statistics later revealed that claims of increasing sexual assaults by black men were unfounded (Cornwell, 1996). A subsequent panic from 1906 to 1908, particularly in Natal after the Bambata Rebellion, linked interracial sexual relations to fears of social disorder. This reflected white settler concerns about social control rather than actual increases in sexual violence, thereby reinforcing racial hierarchy during periods of instability (Cornwell, 1996). The 1911–1912 panic, especially in the Witwatersrand, resulted in public outrage and investigations into alleged cases. Despite official inquiries, these fears lacked evidence and were driven by irrational anxieties. Throughout these episodes, fears were cyclical, often triggered by social and economic upheaval, and were justified by settler concerns about sexual competition and the maintenance of white dominance (Cornwell, 1996).

Evidence from South Africa, Kenya, and Rhodesia demonstrates that black peril scares were primarily driven by colonial anxieties about race, gender, and social order, rather than by the realities of sexual violence. Although a few high-profile assaults did occur, their rarity and the sensationalised public reaction reveal a striking gap between perception and actual threat. Harsh legal measures, such as Kenya’s 1926 death penalty law for the rape of European women, along with repeated legislative interventions in South Africa and Rhodesia, were motivated less by crime rates than by the imperative to uphold white supremacy. Media sensationalism and organisations like the East African Women’s League amplified isolated incidents, generating moral panics that reinforced racial hierarchies and legitimised segregation. The lack of comparable concern for violence against African women further underscores the racialised logic underpinning settler anxieties. These recurring panics functioned as instruments of colonial control, shaping both policy and social norms. They reveal how fears of racial and gendered transgression were mobilised to maintain power, offering critical insight into the enduring legacies of hierarchy and moral panic in postcolonial societies. The black peril was never merely about sexual violence; it was a mechanism for maintaining colonial authority and policing social boundaries. Understanding these historical patterns is crucial, as the legacies of such racialised and gendered anxieties continue to influence contemporary attitudes toward sexual violence, social control, and minority groups. Recognising the constructed nature of these past panics can inform more critical approaches to ongoing debates about gender, race, and power.
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