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Abstract

This paper presents a close reading of the reports of racial oppression that appeared in issues of two periodicals, Anti-Caste and its successor Fraternity,
between 1888 and 1895. Edited in Street, Somerset, these periodicals created an extensive political geographical imagination by mapping international
cases of racial prejudice. Although critical of the British empire, neither Anti-Caste nor Fraternity demanded the destruction of the British empire. In a
tactic similar to that used by early Pan-Africanists, the papers’ narratives desired an end to the expansion of the British empire and an increase in the
respect for and conditions of those who were ruled ‘under the British Flag’. However, Anti-Caste’s focus upon racial inequality across the United States as
well as the British empire enabled it to create a distinctive critique of racial prejudice across the English-speaking world. Its criticism of the imperial
project combined with support for human brotherhood allowed the paper to develop a framework for debates on racial prejudice that drew together
criticisms of labour laws in India, the removal of people from their lands in Southern Africa, the racial segregation of public transport in the United States
and the restriction of Chinese labour in Australia.
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It is pitiful to see how by this system of caste the careers of
many of our fellow creatures are straitened, their cultivation
and growth in civilisation checked, their most honourable
aspirations thwarted, their liberties in a thousand ways
abridged.

Anti-Caste, 18881

It is as though the British Empire is not large enough; our
conduct in Africa is one perpetual series of war and blood-
shed. First West, then East and now South Africans fall prey
to our insatiable greed.

Fraternity, 18932

Anti-Caste was a small magazine first published in England in
March 1888 by the English activist Catherine Impey. Appearing
monthly, the periodical explored and debated geographies of racial
prejudice in order to articulate an early form of the politics of anti-
racism. With increasing support for Anti-Caste’s campaign work,
stimulated by public tours of England and Scotland by the African-

American journalist Ida B. Wells in 1893, Anti-Caste changed its
name and scope, becoming Fraternity. Both papers focused on the
cruelties and violence of racial prejudice, what Anti-Caste’s editor
described as ‘colour caste’, across the British Empire and in the
United States. Debates on the ‘right relations’ between people
divided by ideologies of race were not begun by Anti-Caste. Long
preceding its publication, the abolition movement had debated
ideas of ‘brotherhood’ from its inception in the eighteenth century.
Anti-Caste sought to promote a new narrative on issues of equality.
The magazine acknowledged its inheritance from the anti-slavery
movement and intended to include notices and brief summaries
of the proceedings of the Anti-Slavery Society. However, as Midgley
has emphasised, the anti-slavery movement was not an anti-
imperial movement.3 In any case, Anti-Caste’s primary concern
was not with slavery nor ‘legalised oppression’, but with ‘social
oppression’, a form of prejudice that could ‘sanction cruelties and
disabilities’ beyond the reach of legal redress and was able to re-
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establish and maintain ‘legislative encroachments on the primary
rights of citizenship.’4

Building on Porter’s 1968 account of Critics of Empire,
numerous historians have sought to examine the nature of
imperial critiques and their authors’ relationship to ‘anti-imperi-
alist’ sentiment and movements.5 As both Burton and Claeys have
noted, many authors mark the Anglo-Boer conflict between 1899
and 1902 as the moment reformers began to develop more
systematic critical engagements with imperialism.6 Yet there is
a ‘back story about empire and progressive politics that remains to
be told.’7 Although they may not strictly meet definitions of anti-
imperialism applied to radicals of the twentieth century, a wide
variety of Victorian liberals, socialists, positivists and nationalists
engaged in critical discussions about the existence and expansion
of the British empire from within the United Kingdom.8 These
men and women wrestled with debates over ‘race’ and imperial
expansion and their discussions reflected a variety of opinions and
policies on how British imperial power might be curtailed. Many
of these ideas came from collaborative politics, though not all
sought to redefine social or political equality. For example, Lynch
argues that between 1840 and 1875 anti-imperialism became an
important theme within Irish nationalism, but admits this form of
anti-imperialism had a complex relationship with anti-racism.9

While Thomas Davis argued that imperialists were driven by
a lust for blood, power and plunder (arguments later to be
stressed in Anti-Caste and Fraternity) and that justice and pity
knew ‘no distinctions of clime, or race’ (for an article in his paper
The Nation in 1842), his ideas were formed through ideas of
nationhood.10 Although criticised for it by other Irish nationalists,
John Mitchel was able to argue for Irish nationalism and against
British imperialism, yet remain a staunch supporter of slavery in
the United States.11

Later in the nineteenth century Indian nationalists were often
sympathetic to Irish Home Rule and O’Malley illustrates moments
of collaboration between the two groups during this and subse-
quent periods.12 The work undertaken by activists AlfredWebb and
Dadabhai Naoroji who formed a close friendship and maintained
political ties of ‘cosmopolitan nationalism’ illustrates how effective
these connections proved in the 1890s.13 It is within this context of
early progressive politics that Anti-Caste was established. In the
same year that Anti-Caste began publication, William Digby foun-
ded the Indian and Political General Agency in London in

collaboration with the Indian National Congress in order to raise
grievances from India in the British press and Parliament.14

Through Anti-Caste Impey sought to challenge the ‘Colour Line’
that was being drawn out in both the United States and the ‘settler
colonies’. However, though critical of imperial expansion, neither
Anti-Caste nor Fraternity demanded the immediate dismantling of
the British empire. In a tactic similar to that used by early
Pan-Africanists, the papers’ narrative desired an end to the
expansion of the British empire, and an increase in the respect for
and conditions of those who were unfortunate enough to be ruled
‘Under the British Flag’.15

The politics of Anti-Caste were created and maintained through
its monthly publication, and like the periodicals of the Anti-Slavery
Society and the Aborigines’ Protection Society (APS), Anti-Castewas
the main vehicle used to disseminate Impey’s distinctive contri-
bution to what Mitcham identifies as a ‘humanitarian complex.’16

Mitcham presents the Anti-Slavery society and the APS as two
nodes within a larger network of organisations formed in the
course of the nineteenth century to ‘protect’ or speak for particular
social groups. Organisations within the ‘humanitarian complex’
were linked through overlapping memberships, flows of people
and correspondence. Anti-Castewas linked to both the Anti-Slavery
Society and the APS, but differed in one key respect: it did not seek
to ‘protect’ or ‘speak for’ a particular social group. Impey aimed for
Anti-Caste not to act as a space of mediation between ‘native’
people and imperial power, but to be a place where a conversation
‘with the Negro rather than talking about the Negro’ could take
place.17

However, as Mitcham argues, emphasising the overlapping
connections between social movements can illuminate intercon-
nections between black and white activists. Impey insisted, as
outlined below, that an international ‘anti-caste’ or ‘emancipation’
movement that united Indian, African, European and American
activists across national and ‘racial’ boundaries was required to
combat rising racism. Examining interconnections can also reveal
where theoretical and practical politics between groups within the
‘humanitarian complex’ diverged. Impey took a keen interest in the
work of the APS and her family were committed subscribers of an
organisation whose members placed themselves at odds with
mainstream opinion.18 Over time, however, Impey did not find the
kind of political reflection she thought was needed in the Aborig-
ines’ Friend. She established Anti-Caste because ‘no one else was
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