Assessment One – Post-abolition Primary Source
What insights might the chosen songs offer regarding the experiences of black Britons in the post-World War Two era?
For my post-abolition primary source, I have decided to analyse a song by Dub artist Linton Kwesi Johnson, this gobbet will be focus on, ‘Sonny’s Lettah’ (1980). During my analysis, I will examine the content of Johnson’s song and discover how it reflected the experiences of black Britons in the post-World War Two era. I will also examine its context and debate how significant this piece have become when examining this period of time. 
Linton Kwesi Johnson was born on the 24th of August 1952 in Chapelton, Jamaica. At the age of eleven, Johnson left Jamaica to live with his mother in Brixton, England. Due to Britain’s racism and aggression in the 1960’s towards the Black Diaspora community, it would be a traumatic experience for Johnson and lead him to join the Black Panther Party. The party’s main purpose was to fight for African American Equality, whilst using community based programs and mass organising to create revolutionary socialism. Professor Judson L. Jeffries called the this party “the most effective black revolutionary organization in the 20th century”.[footnoteRef:1] Due to Johnson’s uneasy experience in Britain, it is not difficult to imagine just how appealing the Black Panther Party would have been to him. During an interview with Spike Magazine, Johnson himself stated in regards to the Black Panthers; “That’s where I learnt my politics and about my history and culture, that’s where I discovered black literature, particularly the work of W.E.B. DuBois, the Afro-American scholar who inspired me to write poetry”.[footnoteRef:2] Johnson clearly states the impact the party had on his life and by introducing him to particular literature such as DuBois; gave him the inspiration to fight back against black injustice in Britain through his music and poetry.   [1:  Bobby Seale, Power to the People: The World of the Black Panthers (New York: Abrams, 2016), p. 5.]  [2:  Nancy Rawlinson, 'Linton Kwesi Johnson: Dread Beat An’ Blood : Inglan Is A Bitch', Spike Magazine, 1 December 1998, p.8.] 

In his poem ‘Sonny’s Lettah’, Johnson has written it in letter form, from the speaker (Sonny), to his mother. The poem opens with Sonny addressing and greeting his mother through a letter. In this opening, the audience learn that Sonny was charged by his mother to look after his presumed younger brother Jim. Sonny then reveals in his letter that he and Jim were arrested after a police van stopped beside them as they were quietly waiting for a bus home during the rush hour. Sonny states; “One a dem hol awn to Jim, seh him tekin him in; Jim tell him fi let goh him far him noh dhu notn”.[footnoteRef:3] The police’s attempt at arresting Jim without any evidence is a clear reference by Johnson of the police abusing the sus law. The sus law empowered the police “to arrest any reputed thief or suspected person found loitering with intent to commit an arrestable offence”.[footnoteRef:4] This abuse of power by the police is revisited by Johnson in his 1983 song "Di Great Insohreckshan", where questionable raids by police on African communities without evidence led to the 1981 Brixton riots. The repeat depiction of the police as antagonists in Johnson’s works clearly reflect the distrust the Black and ethnic minorities had for the police.  [3:  Linton Kwesi Johnson, Sonny’s Lettah (London: Island, 1980).]  [4:  David Dabydeen, John Gilmore, Cecily Jones, The Oxford Companion to Black British History (Oxford: Oxford Univeristy Press, 2007), p. 16.
] 

When Jim attempts to break free from the policeman’s grasp, they laugh and use this as an excuse to violently beat Jim. Sonny states that the police “dem tump him in him belly an it turn to jelly … dem kick him in him seed an it started to bleed”.[footnoteRef:5] This extract demonstrates the brutality and violence exerted by the police on Jim; restraining him wasn’t enough, they continued to beat him until he bled. This extract further highlights Johnson’s disgust at police brutality, as he repeats these lyrics in his poem “Iron Bar Dub”. Sonny then expresses to his mother that he simply couldn’t stand by and do nothing while Jim was being assaulted and as a result, fought back against the three policemen. In the conflict, a policeman is accidently killed and Sonny is beaten down and arrested when more police arrive on the scene. We then learn that Jim has been charged as a suspect, whilst Sonny has been charged with murder. Johnson has used this to further emphasise the racism and prejudice of the police. He has alluded the idea that the police will always assign blame on others if something occurs in their presence, but never take the blame themselves. This is further evident as we can safely presume that Sonny and Jim will be forced to take the blame for everything despite being innocent and the victims of police brutality.  [5:  L. K. Johnson, Sonny’s Lettah.] 

In conclusion, I believe that this is a highly significant piece of work by Johnson as it highlights the racial attitudes towards the black communities in post-World War Two Britain. We witness that during this period they are treated with suspicion and hate.
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