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Abstract: The issue of slavery has received wide public and media attention in response to the bicentenary of the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act of 1807. In this context, admissions of guilt and apology are potent and confronting as they threaten to disrupt the collective self-understanding of Britain and Empire. As such, the silenced narrative of minority groups has found no place within the British cultural semantics for remembering Abolition. This paper will examine the rhetorical resources drawn upon in policy, media and public discourses to understand and soothe the traumatic history of the exploitation of African people, and uses critical discourse analysis to do so. The result, it will be argued, is a way of talking about the transatlantic slave trade which we have labelled the ‘abolition discourse’. The data used emerges from formal institutional talk (parliamentary debates and political speeches), media reporting and everyday talk (observed through a range of computer-mediated communication forums). 
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Introduction

Issues of ‘race’, ‘guilt’ and ‘identity’ have become enduring themes in cultural politics in recent years. A flurry of activities identifiable as processes of national self-examination are becoming increasingly obvious, the delicacy of which has drawn scholarly attention towards not only the complex and painful histories of atrocity, but to considerations of what is at stake within these processes for various groups and individuals. Within this context, many Western countries have attempted to engage in debates concerned with multiculturalism, diversity, ‘tolerance’ and immigration by examining their contentious pasts, drawing upon, for example, the Holocaust and legacies of colonialism. Much work has emerged in this area that examines the discursive management of these reflective acts, particularly in terms of what they can tell us about existing social relationships within a given society. Quite often, what they tell us relates to a complex process of collective amnesia and national forgetting, through which oppressive power relations are subtly sustained and reinforced (Radstone 2001). One such example of an opportunity for national self-examination emerged in 2007, in response to the bicentenary of Britain’s abolition of the transatlantic slave trade. Plans to mark this bicentenary took many forms, including a national service of commemoration at Westminster Abbey, commemorative stamps and coins, and a series of projects at local, regional and national museums and galleries, all of which took place within a year-long commemorative act. It is within this context that one might expect concepts of ‘race’ ‘guilt’ and ‘identity’ to find salience, as it was a moment within which large sections of British society were confronted by a potentially troubling and certainly disturbing aspect of their national past. 
As individuals and institutions sought to grapple with the complicity of British Parliament, British business and British people in the enslavement and exploitation of individuals from the African continent, a means of defining and naming the trauma emerged. This focussed on the positive memory of the Abolition Act of 1807, drawing continuity between the actions of the abolitionists and Britain’s agenda for future and intended moral action in the present, while at the same time glossing over the past (see Oostinde 2001). The bicentenary, however, was met with distinctly less enthusiasm in some sections of British society. For some African, African British and African-Caribbean groups in the United Kingdom, this act of commemoration was labelled the ‘2007 Wilberfest’. These groups felt that it neglected to explore the violations of slavery, Britain’s complicity in the slave trade, and the lasting symbolical, material and psychological legacies of that past. As such, the anniversary has evoked potentially divisive and certainly varying perspectives and meanings within Britain. These dissenting voices, however, were nullified by a discourse that deftly sidestepped issues of ‘race’ and ‘guilt’, becoming a process that gently–and disingenuously–disarmed the potency of such a controversial history. It is this way of speaking and writing about the bicentenary that we have termed the ‘Abolition Discourse’, and it is defined by the following features:
· Temporal distancing – which emphasises that these events were ‘all in the past’ and that Britons live in ‘better times today.’

· ‘Slavery’ constructed as an agent itself – where ‘the spectre of slavery’ bears all responsibility rather than governments, businesses or individuals.

· Delineation of ‘positive us’ and ‘negative them’ roles – which seeks to undermine the validity of apparently dissident groups and emphasises the benevolence of Britain. 

· Deferring blame or responsibility – where notions of responsibility are avoided through usage of pronouns and perspectives

· Inverted racism – which maintains social inequalities in the pursuit of the status quo and denies the relevance of the issue

Our purpose in this paper is to illustrate the rehearsal of this discourse across a range of Government documents, as well in related media output and everyday talk surrounding the commemoration. 

Defining the abolition discourse

On the 25th March, 1807, Britain formally ended its role in the trading of enslaved Africans with the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act. Although illicit trading by British merchants continued after 1807, and the institution of enslavement was not abolished in its entirety throughout the British Empire until 1838, the 1807 Act has retained a strong aura of compassion and achievement in Britain. It should thus come as no surprise that its bicentenary ushered in a new wave of publications and wider public comment, each celebrating the abolitionists and the benevolence of Britain (see Hague 2007). While we do not suggest that this popular memory is a nakedly ‘racist’ construction of the history and legacy of the slave trade, the one-sidedness of its memorialisation nonetheless marks this out as a topic that has much to say about issues of stake and the construction of ‘racially’ sensitive topics in Britain. 

To fully understand the nuances of this discourse and the often implicit ways in which it was used, this paper draws upon the theoretical and methodological tools offered by Critical Discourse Analysis. This requires a close textual inspection of the widely shared meanings, discourses and resources available in society to understand this aspect of Britain’s history, looking particularly at issues of modality, assumption and semantic relations. This, we argue, allows us to simultaneously illustrate how the remembrance of the transatlantic slave trade has become what Wetherell (2003: 11) refers to as a ‘sticking point’ within wider social debates surrounding multiculturalism. As a perceived threat–whether through tarnishing the image of Britain, disrupting civil society, the reoccurrence of the ‘race riots’ of the 1980s, Britain’s liability for compensation or the weakened national identity that an apology for the slave trade might bring–the bicentenary has become a carefully guarded and contradictory subject. 

To pre-empt and combat these issues, the ‘abolition discourse’ was drawn upon by all levels of British society, legitimised by Government institutions and perpetuated by further elements in society, newspapers and computer-mediated communication (henceforth CMC). As a way of talking, the abolition discourse offers a means of distancing Britain from questions of guilt and complicity, focusing instead upon shaping the slave trade as part of an isolated past. As such, the slave trade becomes ‘a blemish’ (Sammy Wilson (East Antrim), Official Report, 20 March 2007, c. 766) or ‘offence’ (Malcolm Bruce (Gordon), Official Report, 20 March 2007, c. 747), that is far removed from a stable, progressive, present-day British society. This framing of history mobilizes a discourse that enacts two specific ways of characterizing ‘the slave trade’ and its abolition: ‘the explicit use of factual detail’ and ‘the studied use of vagueness’ (Fozdar 2008: 536).  This approach looks towards accentuating positive aspects of British history and nullifying any seemingly ‘disruptive’ influences through ambiguity and sidelining.
The ‘abolition discourse’ therefore forms a means of dealing with a traumatic history that is perceived as a threat to the British national identity. It constructs a definite ‘us’ in contrast to a troublemaking ‘them’. Significantly, this discourse is inherently bi-polar and contradictory, reducing the slave trade, on one hand, to a dehumanised process, in which links between Britain, the ‘evil trade’ (Alistair Burt (North-East Bedforshire), Official Report, 20 March 2007, c. 777) and the consequent actions of a range of people are obfuscated. On the other hand, the abolitionists receive no such nominalisation, such that the diverse aspects of the abolition movement–and the specific actions of specific people within that campaign–are foregrounded. 
While the above are specific to the context of the bicentenary, it is also worth identifying more general discursive tactics that can be isolated in the argumentative organisation of traumatic and painful histories, as shown by Wetherell and Potter (1992), LeCouteur (2001) and Augoustinos et al. (2002). These include the utilisation of self-sufficient arguments such as ‘everybody should be treated equally’, ‘present generations cannot be blamed for the mistakes of past generations’ and ‘you cannot turn the clock backwards’, all of which simultaneously find congruence with liberal-egalitarian notions of freedom, individual rights and justice (Augoustinos et al. 2002: 110; see also Wetherell and Potter 1992: 177; Fozdar 2008). Recourse to these self-sufficient arguments is often supplemented with a negative positioning of marginalised groups, such that it is they who are seen to be perpetuating a ‘racist’ discourse of blame. Likewise, distancing traumatic events of the past from the present, and talking in terms of global and/or consensual responsibility are common features of a discourse attempting to justify a particular construction of past events. The ‘abolition discourse’ also conforms to what Woolgar and Pawluch (1985) have labelled ‘ontological gerrymandering’, in which the parameters of debate are predefined, isolating those aspects of the past that are open to discussion, and cutting off those that are too sensitive and difficult, in a manner that works to the advantage of a particular social group or proponent of the debate. For the purposes of the ‘abolition discourse’, these boundaries close down discussions around the horrors, realities and responsibilities of the slave trade itself, and present as unproblematic the role of Parliament and key individuals in abolishing the trade. 

Constructing the Abolition and its Meaning

The character of the Abolition Discourse can be demonstrated within Government documents published between 2006–7, and through a series of transcribed, unedited speeches and parliamentary debates focussing on the bicentenary, also occurring between 2006–7. The construction of the history and legacy of the transatlantic slave trade within these materials indicates a concern to remember in a particular fashion and flesh out the meanings and values Government intended to give to the commemoration. One of the first political accounts of the abolition of the slave trade to emerge was Tony Blair’s discussion of “The Shame of Slavery” in the New Nation, November 2006, parts of which are intertextually linked (sometimes verbatim) to a range of publications produced by the United Nations, the Department for Culture, Media and Sport and HM Government. 
Extract One

The transatlantic slave trade stands as one of the most inhuman enterprises in history. At a time when the capitals of Europe and America championed the Enlightenment of man [sic], their merchants were enslaving a continent. Racism, not the rights of man [sic] drove the horrors of the triangular trade. Over 12 million people were transported. Some three million died1.  Slavery’s impact upon Africa, the Caribbean, the Americas and Europe was profound. Thankfully, Britain was the first county to abolish the trade. As we approach the commemoration for the 200th anniversary of that abolition, it is only right we also recognise the active role Britain played until then in the slave trade.


(Blair 2006: 2)

The ‘abolition discourse’ characteristically adopts a passive and distanced voice. In this extract, this is illustrated by the construction of the transatlantic slave trade as the subject of the paragraph. This, along with the nominalisation ‘inhuman enterprises’, divorces human agency, both literally and semantically, from the practices of trading in people, with agency only implied through the distancing use of ‘their’ in an attempt to ‘other’ the inhuman trade. This nominalisation creates ‘the slave trade’ as an agent in itself, a central feature in the abolition discourse, which enables a shift of responsibility and association to an abstract noun rather than as a state-sanctioned policy of Britain for over three hundred years, thus leaving attributions of causality, responsibility and culpability decidedly unclear (see Fairclough 1989: 124). This type of characterisation is played out in the anthropomorphising of the slave trade and slavery in phrases such as ‘the vile trade’, ‘a barbaric trade’, and finally, ‘the evil trade’ or ‘the forces of evil’, in which the slave trade, itself, is granted the power to do–and be–evil without human influence. That evil “was eventually outed and defeated…and defeating it was a great achievement” (Jeremy Corbyn (Islington, North), Official Report, 20 March 2007, c. 713). 

Within this extract, the implications of the slave trade for Africa, the Caribbean, the Americas and Europe are parataxically related, such that the implications for all countries involved are collectively–and equally–coordinated as ‘profound’, making the suggestion that the consequences for each are equivalent. In so doing, attempts to make a dominant population accountable are disarmed and dismissed because, or so the grammatical relations suggest, Africa, the Caribbean, the Americas and Europe all experienced equivalent implications. As Blair’s talk unfolds, the language he uses begins to take up a more active tone through the use of subjective personal pronouns. It is ‘we’ who are approaching the commemoration and it is ‘we’ who need to ‘recognise’ the active role played by Britain. In this utterance, Blair begins to signal the parameters of debate: it is the time for recognising Britain’s role, but what happens beyond recognition is left unsaid. Likewise, these parameters limit Britain’s role in the slave trade to a definable point, with the utterance ‘until then’ functioning to confine that involvement to a time before which the moral fibre of British society irrevocably changed. It is thus in the final sentence of the extract above that Blair makes an important attempt at self-presentation, marking ‘us’–and thereby himself–as having important moral attributes. 

The evaluative adverb ‘thankfully’ within the New Nation speech is an especially prominent feature of this abstract, as it modifies and moderates the entire sentiment of the sentence and paragraph within which it is located. Here, it is indicative of a need to privilege the munificence of Britain in abolishing the slave trade, rather than its participation. Self-presentation is under construction here, in which Britain is inoculated against thinking in terms of culpability in the exploitation of African people by instead remembering its abolition. 

Extract Two

Thankfully, on 25 March 1807, Britain became one of the first countries to abolish the slave trade. The bicentenary offers us a chance…to say how profoundly shameful the slave trade was – how we condemn its existence utterly and praise those who fought for its abolition – but also to express our deep sorrow that it ever happened and to rejoice at the different and better times we live in today. 


(Blair 2007: 1)

The mode of talking about the abolition is fixed with an instruction towards expressions of gratitude, appreciation and acknowledgement, and thus the evaluative statement above becomes affective. Moreover, it is Britain’s role in abolition in the face of continued trading by other countries that is important, particularly in terms of the subject positioning this grants for ‘the nation’. This aspect of the discourse surfaced repeatedly in parliamentary debates around abolition, where Britain is represented as ‘lead[ing] the way’ as a ‘moral benchmark’ (William Hague (Richmond, Yorkshire), Official Report, 7 March 2007, c. 1505), against which other European countries are negatively evaluated for their subsequent failure ‘to follow our good example’ (Lord Thomas of Swynnerton, Official Report, 19 December 2006, c. 1973). Two things are important about this particular construction of the Act and Britain’s involvement in ‘ending’ the slave trade: first, the slave trade and slavery are again imagined as processes and agents in themselves; and second, a subject-positioning defined around what Augoustinos and Every (2007: 129) have defined as a “positive self and negative other” emerges. The ‘abolition discourse’ presents Britain as a rational saviour, while simultaneously casting the process of enslavement as deviant and shameful. This form of positive self-presentation is a distancing mechanism that works to move Britain away from the politically fraught arena of apology and reparation, while simultaneously firming up the role of Britain as a leading player, underpinned by moral and politically progressive motivations. Significant value is invested in this leading role of Britain, so much so that at times it is disingenuously overstated:

The right hon. Gentleman said that this was the first country in Europe to abolish slavery, which is absolutely true [Interruption]. Except for Denmark… (Diane Abbot (Hackney, North and Stoke Newington), Official Report, 20 March 2007, c. 697).

As the Prime Minister is making clear, the abolition happened in Britain before anywhere else… (Ruth Kelly 2006)

There is thus a remarkable presence afforded to this part of the abolition narrative, in which Britain is marked out as a key participant within the relationship between actors and the activity of abolition. Our argument, here, is that this recontextualisation and embellishment of Britain’s role serves as a form of inoculation, in which appeals to the almost heroic contributions of a handful of abolitionists, Britain and Parliament, past and present, are constantly alluded to. The following statement from the DCMS 2007 publication Reflecting on the Past and Looking to the Future is a case in point: 

Whilst we regret and strongly condemn the evils of the transatlantic slave trade, the 1807 Act marked an important point in this country’s development towards the nation it is today – a critical step into the modern world, and into a new and more just moral universe (DCMS 2007: 7).

So much is invested in the presence of a moral Britain that the slave trade and its abolition are formed into a hypotactical relationship in the above sentence, as marked out by the subordination of the former in relation to the latter (Fairclough 2003: 37). This is also visible in the semantic relations of the two clauses, which are marked by the contrastive ‘whilst’. Here, the ‘evils of the transatlantic slave trade’ are weighted against ‘this country’s development’. Implicit evaluations are at work across what is constructed as a relational process, such that the slave trade emerges as fundamental to the emergence of the more desirable ‘modern world’ and a ‘new and more just moral universe’. Britain, in the above, is thus marked out as superior, positive and benevolent, and justifications for the slave trade become tied up with justifications for allowing Britain to step into the role of providing a ‘moral universe’ (see also William Hague (Richmond, Yorkshire), Official Report, 20 March 2007, c. 698).
In effect, this renders the bicentenary as unimportant in itself, an abstraction which removes the importance of the past and instead places the present as the major object of concern. This removal of the past, the disabling of its power and significance, is reinforced in the eventual object of the complex sentence, “…to rejoice at the different and better times we live in today” found in Extract Two. This creates the “reflective journey” suggested by the Government slogan accompanying its publication. The end goal of this process is to “rejoice” in the enlightened, calmer, safer, more secure society that contemporary Britain offers. The ontological gerrymandering of the ‘abolition discourse’ requires a focus on the positives and the future, so that the wider social, economic and political oppression ongoing in Britain, specifically around issues of ‘race’, can be avoided. Remembering the transatlantic slave trade is thereby prescribed with a trope which reoccurs throughout the marking of the bicentenary, that of ‘moving on’. This process of ‘moving on’, we can infer, is presumed to be positive and is, indeed, the right thing to do.  In fact, despite the four clauses of the complex sentence in Extract Two, ‘profoundly shameful’, ‘condemn its existence’, ‘praise those’ and ‘deep sorrow’, the sentence construction still leads the reader to observe that the ‘bicentenary offers us a chance…to rejoice at the different and better times we live in today.’ This is also achieved through the pronoun usage in this extract: …offers us…we condemn…express our…we live… (HM GOVT 2007: 1). In contrast, the history of the transatlantic slave trade is viewed in the third person. This pronoun usage enables a communication between speaker and audience about a distant object that has no particular hold over either, but which both speaker and audience can witness and pass judgement.
Extract Three

This is everyone’s bicentenary. This anniversary is a chance for all of us to deepen understanding of our past, celebrate the richness of our diversity and increase our determination to shape the world with the values we share.


(Blair 2007: 1)

The subject position of observer is reinforced with this statement, and a distancing from the history of the transatlantic slave trade is further achieved by declaring its association with a far larger collective. No longer specifically a subject that institutions or individuals must face, responsibility is avoided as the inclusive pronoun ensures that ‘the bicentenary’ remains an inert, inactive object. The bicentenary is imagined as a unifying event and invokes a strong motif of the ‘togetherness’ repertoire identified by Wetherell and Potter (1992). This is an implicit act of nation building, in which a positive spin for self-presentation is projected not only onto Tony Blair, but also New Labour, Britain and the nation as a whole. Such appeals to inclusivity effectively allow the British Government to absent their own stake from discussions and, as Le Couteur et al. (2001) point out, this appearance of impartiality works to deflect attention away from the implicit promotion of a discourse that works to sustain the status quo in terms of social inequalities. Centrally, this draws attention to the reoccurrence of the self-sufficient argument ‘everybody should be treated equally’, in which an explicit gloss of inclusivity works to deny any systematic inequalities that occur in the present. 

Extract Four

Until the 19th Century, slavery was considered an acceptable part of the economic system, enabling many countries in Europe and beyond to profit and prosper from the trade of goods produced by a vast pool of enslaved labour. 

(DCMS 2007: 6)

One of the most defining aspects of the abolition discourse is the justificatory tactics it employs to dissipate responsibility and the culpability of past generations in participating in the exploitation of African people. Remembered as something that was ‘acceptable’ at the time, the slave trade becomes part of a past that finds no congruence with the present. The commonsense maxim implicit here is that ‘the past is the past’, and is an attempt to absolve present generations and Government from acknowledging responsibility. This appeal for contextualising ‘lawfulness’, ‘legality’ and ‘morality’ was rehearsed across a range of speech episodes in Parliament in 2007 (see, for example, Mr Hague (Richmond, Yorkshire), Official Report, 20 March 2007, c. 697 and Malcolm Moss (North-East Cambridgeshire), Official Report, 20 March 2007, c. 741). By pushing the parameters of debate in this way, the past and the present are re-imagined as mutually exclusive, and this successful negotiation of meaning entails that the slave trade, effectively, can be ‘removed’ from British history (see Sammy Wilson (East Antrim), Official Report, 20 March 2007, c. 766). Indeed, this recurring trope of the slave trade as a ‘blemish’ suggests that the rest of history surrounding Britain and it’s Empire is ‘great’, ‘equitable’, ‘proud’ and ‘good’. As Riggs and Augoustinos (2005: 467–468) argue, this, in itself, is a denial of racism, in which the realities of past violence is disavowed in a process of ‘wilful forgetfulness’. It also presupposes that ‘white history’ can provide the overarching frameworks from which to assess and configure our understandings of ‘race’ and ‘racism’ (Tuffin 2008: 12).

(Re)Producing the Abolition in Print Media

The mode of talking about the bicentenary identified in previous sections was replicated and rehearsed across a range of national newspapers on sale in Britain during 2007, including broadsheet newspapers, the mid-markets and red-top tabloids. The focus on the British ‘heroes’ of the abolition, specifically Wilberforce and Clarkson, was apparent in all newspaper coverage. The only hint of revisionism that emerges revolved around discussing which of these ‘saints’ deserved more credit. Wolf (2007: 38), writing in the Daily Mail and attempting to promote the efforts of Thomas Clarkson, states, ‘Wilberforce has been lionised as the man who outlawed slavery exactly 200 years ago. But, in a travesty of justice, the REAL hero’s been cynically airbrushed from our history…’ This theme of reaffirming, and indeed celebrating, the positive history of abolition is continued elsewhere. Archbishop Michael Nazir-Ali (25/03/07: 14) wrote in the Mail on Sunday, ‘this should be a time of celebration and of thanksgiving for Britain’s role in bringing this great oppression and cruelty to an end’. Likewise, The Sun editorial (26/03/07: 6) stated, ‘The 200th anniversary of Britain’s abolition of the slave trade should have been a day of celebration’. Both the Sunday Times (25/05/07: 20) and the Independent (23/3/07: 26) also devote features to the life and work of Wilberforce. This representation of the positive work of Britain is in contrast to an absence of discussions around Britain’s guilt and complicity. Articles which did addressed issues of ‘guilt’ and ‘complicity’ were framed as emerging from a religious perspective or, more implicitly, from individuals from the African or Caribbean community. Repeated references are made to Britain’s ‘first black archbishop’, John Sentamu, in relation to the calls for a greater acknowledgement from Britain (Daily Mail 25/03/07: 8; The Independent 26/03/07: 8). The association between Archbishop Sentamu and questions of apology are made across a number of papers (The Times 25/03/07: 4; The Guardian 26/03/07: 13). The implication of this connection is that accusations and appeals for a reflection on the past derive from ‘troublesome’ and ‘outside’ elements within sections of British society of African and Caribbean heritage. 
The Sunday Telegraph (25/03/07: 24) carried a piece in its comments section regarding issues of apology and compensation which stated, ‘the only people who will gain are lawyers and “community activists” who scent that an official apology might be the prelude to a pay-out’. The Sun (26/03/07: 6) editorial complained about the, ‘mutterings about compensation’ when there should be, ‘firework displays’. The delineation of a ‘positive us/negative them’ stance is also apparent in the application in many of the newspaper articles of ‘apparent empathy’ (van Dijk et al 1997: 173). This characterises an approach which, whilst appearing conciliatory, in practice seeks to place blame outside a defined ‘us’ and proscribe sections of British society as ‘difficult’. It is particularly evidenced in discussions of an apology for the slave trade. In this way, issues of British complicity or guilt are deflected, as African and Caribbean groups are at best depicted as responsible for their own problems, and at worst, as clawing for a monetary ‘payout’. Phillips (26/03/07: 14) in the Daily Mail describes how, ‘this attitude’, by which she means an examination of Britain’s responsibilities with regard to the legacies of the slave trade, ‘utterly demeans black people by stripping them of equal responsibility for their own actions, fuels the wider culture of victimhood which ludicrously blames slavery for absent black fathers, black gang culture or even black-on-black crime’. 

The representation of this issue as a ‘religious’ topic not only sidelines the debate regarding British involvement in the slave trade, it also leaves the issue open to ridicule. This mockery of the issue of apology and reparations is present in both articles and the ‘Comments’ and ‘Opinions’ pages. Liddle (25/03/07: 6) in the Sunday Times undermines the issue with a report on the Christian evangelical groups marching in London on the bicentenary weekend, calling for an apology for the slave trade; ‘I’m sorry but my feet are killing me’. Phillips (26/03/07: 14) similarly writes in the Daily Mail, ‘Yes, slavery was evil. But all this orgy of breast-beating is utterly absurd’. This ridicule is further evidenced in a number of letters and comments which deride the notion of apology as ‘slavery’– conceived of as an agent itself–is shown to have predated the transatlantic slave trade; ‘those sins stretch back to the Romans and beyond…’; ‘shall we make Rome apologise for the invasion and enslavement of Britons?’ (Sunday Times 25/3/07: 18). Comparisons with other forms and historical periods of enslavement perhaps inevitably emerge in this process of distancing. ‘The Greeks, Romans and Egyptians were all at it’ (Phillips 2007: 14), ‘we were not the first offenders…nor did we invent slavery’ (Liddle 2007: 6).  
Nominalising ‘slavery’ in this way also locates blame and responsibility elsewhere. ‘Slavery’ as an agent to fight against rather than a policy of Britain is a common feature. Macintyre (23/03/07: 4) in The Times writes, ‘the abolition of slavery by Act of Parliament in 1807, one of the most momentous events in British and World History…’ Archbishop Michael Nazir-Ali (25/03/07) writes in The Mail, ‘the mea culpa brigade is so vociferous about Western involvement in the slave trade that it neglects the role Africans themselves played. It ignores also the huge involvement of Arabs particularly in East Africa’. Liddle (2007: 6) follows the same line; ‘Africans themselves had been enslaving one another for century after century before we came along and indeed, in some cases continue with the practice today’. The state of the world today also features in many of the ‘Comments’ sections as the message of ‘moving on’ is utilised in reporting on the need to forget the past and focus on present concerns. In the comments section of the Sunday Times (25/03/07: 18) it was stated that, ‘we should not wallow in historical misery but should take inspiration from the past to improve our present lot and salute those awkward souls who pinch our conscience about evils today’. A desire to place the transatlantic slave trade in ‘the past’ as part of a passive, non-threatening ‘history’ is also evident. A comment in the Observer (25/03/07: 28) stated, ‘rather than apologise for our past we should absorb it’. This is reinforced by the number of articles which seek to draw attention to the use of slave labour in the modern world. Kevin Bales, director of Anti-Slavery International, writing in the Guardian states, ‘this weekend it will be 200 years since Britain abolished the slave trade. But…enslavement is still very much with us.’ The Sun (26/03/07: 6) editorial similarly states, ‘rather than complaining about what distant ancestors did, our efforts should be concentrated on ending slavery that still exists’. 

Augmentation on the Internet

Whilst the newspaper coverage and Government documents are highly significant in the formation of popular perceptions of the past, it cannot be assumed that the process of wider public transference is that simplistic. Aspects of Government policy and media productions are inevitably influenced by a societal context during their production. Equally, the consumption of cultural forms, how they are valued, dismissed or preferred, is also indicative of the attitudes of society (Bourdieu 1984: 15). What must be considered, then, are the choices and tactics employed in consumption, and how these create certain preferred versions of the past. The concept of ‘preferred versions’ reflects the subtle devices involved in the reception and consumption of cultural forms across society, where some meanings are preferred and others rejected (Fiske, 1987: 65). de Certeau (1984) has highlighted the performance of ‘oppositional tactics’, or ‘ways of operating’ during the consumption of cultural forms that occur within the conditions of everyday life. These are intended not to overturn the dominant element in society, but to improve the conditions for the individual or group who may ‘reappropriate the space organised by techniques of sociocultural production’ (de Certeau, 1984: xiv). 

The ‘abolition discourse’ in Britain should not be considered as merely ‘consumed’ by the public, but rather flexibly chosen for specific reasons. One such reason for its uptake, we argue, is that the slave trade is a potential ‘sticking point’ that carries risks for wider rhetoric surrounding issues of inclusion and multiculturalism, should it be remembered in a different way. For example, remembering the detail of slavery itself, and the very real and contemporary consequences of British history, brings with it a need to own that past and be mindful of the power relations and inequalities that past sustains in the present (Gooder and Jacobs 2000: 237). In contrast, however, our suggestion is that the bicentenary is motivated by an entirely different problematic; one that seeks to appeal to ‘everyone’ and promote ‘togetherness’, in an attempt to reinforce the belief that there in nothing inherently wrong with the power relations that currently mediate British society. By examining a range of CMC forums, we hope to illustrate this notion of a ‘sticking point’ and draw out the argumentative repertoires specifically chosen to negotiate the difficult terrain of guilt, responsibility, race and racism. 

One of the most prevalent arguments utilised in discussions regarding the bicentenary is the notion that ‘the past is the past’, which operates as a key rhetorical argumentation. Like earlier discussions of the willingness to gloss over dissonant, painful and difficult pasts, posts within various forums are illustrative of a desire to remember the ‘good’ and the ‘great’. A decision, here, is taken to recognise the ‘abhorrence’ of slavery, but importantly, this recognition is surpassed by a greater need to focus on the role of Britain in its demise and defeat, and is thus underpinned by a rhetorical strategy aimed at moving other participants in the discussion towards a particular emotion: pride.

On this 200 year anniversary of the slave trade, we British should not be dwelling on the abhorrence of slavery, rather celebrating our contribution towards its demise (Posted May 24th 2007, Facebook).

This is about the anniversary of the law to abolish slavery. So let's be proud that Great Britain was the first country to make this part of our legal system (Posted 29th March 2007, BBC ‘Have Your Say’ Forum).

The UK took a lead role at the time after a huge momentum of abolitionists, to rid the world of slavery, and this is very admirable (Posted May 30th 2007, Facebook).

The context for popular discourse provided by CMC differs significantly from the more formal avenues of communication and therefore shifts and changes in the ‘abolition discourse’ do occur. Here, we begin to see a significant shift in the ability of people to speak more candidly, openly and bluntly about the bicentenary, and it is perhaps in these instances that we see a more blatant surfacing of a racist attitude. These more blatantly racist characterisations of remembering remain, however, couched in the self-sufficient arguments identified by Wetherell and Potter (1992), and are thus able to continue to invoke liberal and egalitarian sentiment. The following statements are underpinned by a practical understanding that ‘the past is the past’, or, to use Wetherell and Potter’s words ‘You cannot turn the clock backwards’. 

Whatever our ancestors did or suffered 200 years ago, no matter how morally bankrupt it was, is in the past (Posted 29th March 2007, BBC ‘Have Your Say’ Forum).

The Barmy Brigade are on the march again, who in heavens name are they going to pay? …Leave the past where it belongs...in the past (Posted 27th March 2007, BBC ‘Have Your Say’ Forum).

Slavery happened so long ago, Black people need to forget about it and move on. We cannot be responsible for the actions of people over 200 years ago. It was a regrettable situation, but what is done is done and we cannot wind back the clock to amend the wrongs of the past (Posted n.d., ‘I Want to Remember’ Forum).

The argument is that these utterances are implicit attempts to do what Rapley (2003) refers to as ‘how to do X without doing Y’, in which a rationally based statement ‘we cannot wind back the clock’ is utilised in order to promote a discourse that privileges particular social groups. This is persuaded through appeals to logic, or ‘logetic argumentation’ (Richardson 2007: 161), and, particularly in relation to the last extract, the presentation of symptomatic arguments through which we begin to see the subject-position of ‘victim’ aligned with ‘white’ Britain.  While in the above accounts this self-sufficient argument is deployed so as to avoid making more overtly racist statements, the same cannot be said for the following examples:

It seems to me that this is a straight forward case of ‘I am black living in the past so I must be given some money to make me feel better’ and that every ill that befalls a black person can be blamed on the fact that white people also live in this world. Any argument is greeted with the accusation of racist (Posted 29th March 2007, BBC ‘Have Your Say’ Forum).

Stop living in the past, focus your energy less on greed disguised as a PC act, and try to fix modern day slavery that is being perpetrated by Africans right now to their own people (Posted 29th March 2007, BBC ‘Have Your Say’ Forum).

By suggesting that one race is to blame for a global occurrence is merely fuelling racial division, as people will feel wrongly accused and build hatred against the accuser. All men [sic] are equal, and so for any one race to be blamed above others, or valued above others, is wrong and racist (Posted June 5th 2007, Facebook).

In these utterances, ‘mis’-remembering the bicentenary by drawing attention to its lasting legacies of social inequality is used to negatively construct and problematise African British people today. This is not the modern racism identified by Augoustinos et al. (2002) but a more telling instance of traditional prejudice talk in which the genuineness of claims of discrimination are undermined as ‘greed disguised as a PC act’. In these postings, the authors are reproducing a generalising tendency characteristic of racist discourse in which negatives are transferred wholesale onto larger collective of people so as to make a general–and fallacious–point. Both posts are defensive and draw upon epideictic rhetoric, or the present character of the debate, to disapprove of what they term (or allude to as) ‘a PC act’. Moreover, these postings are reminiscent of the vagueness applied to the slave trade in earlier discussions, as they simply infer knowledge of ‘something’ that happened in the past. They focus, instead, upon their understandings of discrimination in the present and utilise a perceived failure to ‘move on’ as grounds for the continued ‘tension’ and ‘conflict’ between white British and African British and African-Caribbean people today. Inverted racism is explicit in these postings, in which the ‘accuser’–and read here African British people–is blamed for perpetuating racism against themselves. The pivot around which this argument is made is the notion of ‘global occurrence’. Here, the lexical selection of ‘global occurrence’ as a means to name the exploitation of African people is an act of impersonalisation carried out to a significant degree. From the perspectives offered above, agitations for an apology are better understood as acts of hate and racism; they are impractical and unrealistic, and can be blamed for contemporary issues of discrimination. A clustering of self-sufficient arguments can be isolated here: ‘you cannot turn the clock backwards’, ‘everybody should be treated equally’, ‘present generations cannot be blamed for the mistakes of past generations’ and ‘minority opinion should not carry more weight than majority opinion’.

Particularly apparent in popular discourse is the mockery of debate that engages with issues of apology and reparation. Here, the ridiculing apparent in some media constructions of the bicentenary is particularly strong, as evidenced by the following remarks: ‘I think it is about time the governments of Scandinavia apologised and paid reparations for the damage the Vikings did to us’ (Posted 29th March 2007, BBC ‘Have Your Say’ Forum) and ‘Ok, fine. If the Church is going to get itself into such a state of angst over this, why stop at slavery? Why not throw in the Crusades as well?’ (Posted 29th March 2007, BBC ‘Have Your Say’ Forum). In some instances, this sense of ridicule turned into outrage and self-righteousness:

We should mark the anniversary by celebrating the fact that it was Britain that did the most to stop it…No, we should not apologise. In fact, a ‘thank you’ from a large part of Africa would be in order (Posted 19th March 2007, BBC ‘Have Your Say’ Forum). 

This post was recommended for viewing by 716 people at the time of writing, which is indicative of a significant level of approval. The mocking, ridiculing tone suggests that these statements are underpinned by particularly strong views regarding the bicentenary and, as Antaki (2003: 85) points out, “The fact that they are colourful, when they need not be, prompts us to wonder just what it is they are doing”. An obvious reason for the injection of absurdity, as Antaki (2003: 99) goes on to argue, is that it sends signals to the reader that stop them from taking the issues under discussion seriously, and are thus, paradoxically, an attempt to undermine the seriousness of debating apology, guilt and reparations. 

Conclusion

In this discussion of a range of policy documents, media constructions and public argumentation concerned with the bicentenary, we have suggested that the ‘abolition discourse’ formed a means to talk about a traumatic past in a way that limits the impact or influence of what was perceived as a potentially ‘damaging’ event for Britain’s self-image. This discourse was employed by its users to signal control over the marking of the anniversary: what could be talked about and how it could be talked about. As the bicentenary simultaneously touched upon issues of multiculturalism in Britain, the abolition discourse must also be seen as playing a defensive and preventative role that skilfully worked to close down critical and dissenting voices from questioning Britain’s responsibilities to contemporary communities. This was not simply a Government implemented directive, but rather symptomatic of the manner in which issues of multiculturalism and diversity are talked about in Britain. Wetherell (2003), for example, has highlighted various societies’ responses to social inclusion, and notes that this has become a highly-charged and difficult subject. The response to these difficulties in Britain has been the proliferation of a discourse that is persuasive of a seemingly all-inclusive ‘national identity’. This discourse, used to promote and sustain national identity, is, however, too often exclusionary and insensitive to the discrimination and prejudice experienced by ethnic minorities within Britain and other western nations (after Augoustinous and Reynolds 2001). Indeed, what has emerged is not dissimilar to what Augoustinos and Every (2007) discuss as a ‘denial of prejudice’, or ‘inverted racism’ (van Dijk 1991: 90), in which a range of repertoires are drawn upon and rehearsed in everyday talk that share the duplicitous aim of maintaining social inequality while simultaneously denying or obfuscating the problem.

In this context, the ‘abolition discourse’ is better seen as an extension of this exclusion by maintaining the dominance of a single group perspective. The authority of this discourse not only placed White English/British history at the forefront of marking 2007, but also defended its prominence by excluding other voices from the representation of this history. The apparent inclusive gesture of the former Prime Minister Tony Blair’s (2007) statement that ‘this is everyone’s bicentenary’ was particularly proficient at masking the inherent inequality in the marking of the bicentenary. For us, this is a demonstration of ‘talking the talk’, as whilst it might well be presented as ‘everyone’s’ the form it took was specifically someone’s, and that ‘someone’s’ was the dominant, white, population. This is, in effect, ‘multiculturalism with strings’, or the appearance of diversity while simultaneously ensuring there is still a single–‘unified’– outlook. The manner in which the abolition discourse was accepted, reproduced and utilised throughout sections of British society highlights the potential threat which was perceived with the bicentenary. This discourse created a public understanding in Britain as to what one could and could not speak about during the bicentenary year.
Notes

1 This figure of ‘some three million’ is inconsistent across the policy material released for the bicentenary, which tends to fluctuate between two and three million. Blair’s Foreword to the HM Publication Bicentenary of the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act 1807-2007, for example, which begins with the same wording as the New Nation article, suggests that it was “some two million” that died (HM 2007: 1; see also Meg Munn (The Minister for Women and Equality), Official Report, 20 March 2007, c. 781).
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