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Secondary literature review: Elizabeth Thornberry (2016) “Rape, Race, and Respectability in a South African Port City: East London, 1870–1927”, Journal of Urban History, 42(5), pp. 863–880.

Elizabeth Thornberry is an Associate Professor of History, specialising in law, gender, sexuality, and race in southern Africa during the colonial and segregation eras (Johns Hopkins University, 2025). In her article, Thornberry demonstrates that while ‘black peril’ panics shaped public perceptions of interracial sexual violence in early twentieth-century South Africa, courtroom credibility was also governed by middle-class norms of respectability. Black women and poorer white women were often disbelieved, and even some white women faced scepticism if their behaviour crossed social or racial boundaries. Drawing on court records, government documents, and newspapers, Thornberry demonstrates how these intersecting factors shaped the prosecution and evaluation of sexual assault complaints, highlighting the broader dynamics of race, gender, class, and social credibility in the colonial courtroom. This review assesses Thornberry’s main arguments, methodology, and contribution to the literature, while considering both the strengths and potential limitations of her approach.

Thornberry begins by contextualising ‘black peril’ panics and then explores how anxieties about sexual violence were prosecuted in colonial courts. Using East London as a case study and drawing on 118 rape and attempted-rape files, she reveals how urbanisation, migration, and class shaped both the reporting and legal treatment of sexual assault. Through detailed case studies, her analysis shows how courtroom credibility depended on adherence to middle-class norms of respectability, with poor or non-English-speaking white women and black women navigating Christian, Western, and Xhosa norms receiving uneven protection. She also discusses how Black commentators responded to these dynamics with alternative narratives, such as the ‘white peril,’ and called for reforms, including anti-miscegenation laws.
Overall, Thornberry suggests that while ‘black peril’ panics were used by colonial authorities and white society to justify segregation and discriminatory legislation, the legal realities were far more complex. Courtroom credibility was mediated not simply by race but by the extent to which complainants conformed to ideals of respectability. Poor or non-English-speaking white women were often dismissed, whereas some black women, by presenting themselves as respectable through Christian marriage or European dress, could gain credibility. Class and racial hierarchies still shaped outcomes, and rapid urbanisation created further social vulnerabilities for women. Outcomes reflected both societal anxieties and exclusionary norms rather than mere facts. 
Thornberry supports her argument with illustrative examples, including the case of Sam Mshiywa, a black dockworker executed for the rape of a white nurse and assault of a Xhosa woman, and the acquittal of Thomas Tipping in the assault of Clara Rustenberg, highlighting the ways respectability shaped judicial outcomes. She contrasts these with cases where black women, such as Lena July and Noyanti, succeeded by emphasising conformity to cultural norms, and poor white teenagers like Lydia Peinke, whose complaints resulted in minimal legal consequences. Thornberry further demonstrates the complexity of courtroom outcomes by discussing the case of Jack Qwali, whose sexual assault of Ruqule, a nine-year-old black girl, was downgraded from rape to common assault, highlighting how black girls’ experiences of harm were often minimised due to prevailing notions of respectability. Likewise, in the case of Maria King, a poor white woman, the racial dynamic meant that her accusation of attempted rape against a black man was still taken seriously in court, despite her poverty, showing that race could sometimes outweigh class in determining which cases were prosecuted (Thornberry, 2016, pp. 863-876). These examples show that courtroom credibility was not determined solely by race. Some black women gained legal recognition by conforming to ideals of respectability, while poor or non-English-speaking white women were often dismissed. Collectively, these cases demonstrate how legal decisions reflected broader social anxieties and norms, underscoring the uneven access to justice for women in the colonial context.

Thornberry’s methodology draws on a wide range of sources, including court records, government documents, newspapers, and archival materials from East London, to build a micro historical analysis of individual legal cases. This approach shows how respectability, race, and gender shaped assessments of legal credibility and courtroom outcomes. A particular strength of her source base is its capacity to reveal both the formal, state-endorsed perspectives embedded in legal records and, at certain moments, the voices, strategies, and constraints experienced by marginalised women navigating the colonial legal system. Thornberry further situates these cases within broader public debates by examining the activism of prominent Black intellectuals such as Sol Plaatje, John Tengo Jabavu, and Walter Rubusana, who challenged dominant narratives and advocated for reforms, including a proposed ban on miscegenation, intended to protect Black women from sexual exploitation (Thornberry, 2016, pp. 871, 876). However, her methodology also has apparent limitations. The reliance on court records and official documentation inevitably privileges the perspectives of the state and those whose experiences entered the legal archive. Women who did not report crimes, whose cases never reached court, or whose voices were filtered through police and judicial intermediaries remain largely absent. As a result, the most marginalised experiences risk being obscured or distorted. Thornberry acknowledges these constraints and reads her evidence critically, yet the available sources nonetheless shape and circumscribe the conclusions she can draw. Despite these limitations, her careful integration of legal records, public discourse, and Black intellectual activism provides a reconstruction of how race, gender, and respectability were contested within the colonial legal system.

Thornberry stands out by illuminating how respectability, race, and gender operated together in the prosecution of sexual violence in colonial East London, demonstrating with detailed case studies that marginalised women could sometimes strategically use respectability to gain credibility in court. This approach differs from Scully (1995), who analyses rural, post-emancipation South Africa and emphasises the structural exclusion of Black and working-class women, with respectability functioning chiefly as a barrier. Etherington (1988), meanwhile, interprets ‘black peril’ panics as expressions of settler anxiety and the desire for social control, focusing less on legal process and more on the broader phenomenon of moral panic. Keegan (2001) explores how discourses of sexual danger shaped public and political boundaries, but remains largely at the level of societal narrative rather than legal practice. Thornberry’s focus on courtroom dynamics, agency, and the negotiation of respectability in an urban colonial context thus provides a uniquely granular and intersectional analysis, advancing the literature by revealing the complexity and variability of justice for women under colonial rule.

Thornberry’s article offers an insightful analysis of how intersecting hierarchies shaped legal outcomes for women in colonial South Africa, challenging simplistic interpretations of ‘black peril’ and respectability. Her work is a valuable resource for scholars of gender, law, and colonialism, providing a model for understanding the complexities of justice in historical contexts.
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