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Throughout the nineteenth century, black West Indian and African soldiers provided a vital strategic 

presence in the British imperial forces. For the champions of Empire, the presence of black troops 

symbolised the success of the imperial project, particularly the efficacy of the civilising mission. However, 

black soldiers also provided a focus around which race and gender anxieties, expressed through 

concerns about physical performance, mental and emotional capacity and martial efficiency, were 

expressed. The body and character of the black soldier often served as the site upon which concerns 

about white masculinity and sexuality were projected or mapped. 

Black West Indian and African troops served with distinction in many campaigns from the French 

Revolutionary wars to the ‘scramble for Africa’ By the last quarter of the nineteenth century some 

commentators argued that black soldiers were more reliable than white soldiers, particularly in settings 

which demanded stamina and separation from the comforts of "civilisation". Potential white recruits were 

regarded as too soft or feminised by the increasing availability of luxury goods, often imperial produce, to 

cope with the rigours of military life. Equally, industrialisation and urban squalor resulted in declining 

physical fitness and stature during key imperial crises, such as the South African War (1899-1902). In 

contrast, black soldiers could be viewed as a revitalising masculine ingredient whose apparent proximity 

to nature and uncomplicated emotional character made them ideal soldiers, particularly on the imperial 

frontier. 

By the First World War, when over twelve thousand men were recruited from the British West 

Indian territories, attitudes towards the emotional character of the black soldier was increasingly 

ambiguous and complex. On one hand they could be represented as childlike or effeminate with a 

purported predisposition towards neurosis and an inability to deal with the complex mental and technical 

demands of modern warfare. Simultaneously, black West Indian soldiers became a repository for the 

repressed emotions demanded by late nineteenth and early twentieth century military and civil life. They 

were regarded as natural entertainers; singers and dancers duty-bound to keep the spirits and morale of 

white British soldiers intact. In some settings they became objects of homoerotic longing for an intact 

male body, unscarred by industrial warfare. Finally, as imperial hegemony wavered, stereotypes of the 

black soldier as undisciplined and of a combustible emotional temperament were rearticulated, 

resurrecting white fears of black insurrection and revolt that had never been far from the surface since the 

earliest days of plantation slavery. 

 


