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Introduction: Slavery, Freedom and Empire

ON FRIDAY 1 August, 1845, Samuel Joseph May, a Harvardtrained Unitarian minister, gave a sermon at the First Presbyterian Church in Syracuse, New York. His theme was the eleventh anniversary of the abolition of slavery in the British empire.

Slavery, he began, was an ancient oppression, practised by many human societies. But in the fifteenth century, the trade in enslaved Africans, purchased by Europeans to meet demands for labour in the Americas, transformed the world. ‘It was prompted by the basest and most unyielding passions of the human soul – the thirst for gold, the lust of power, and the love of ease.’ Britain was among the great beneficiaries of the transatlantic slave trade. But Britain also had a slave empire, an archipelago of colonies worked primarily by enslaved African workers, centred on the Caribbean and stretching from the southern precincts of North America to the northern shores of South America. The slave empire was dominated by plantations that produced tobacco, coffee, cotton, rice and – above all – sugar, for British and world markets. The island colonies in the Caribbean, seized at the cost of blood and treasure in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, were among Britain’s most valuable imperial prizes. The profits of both the slave trade and plantation slavery benefited even British settlements with few enslaved people. For example, cold, rugged New England prospered as a hub connecting Britain with colonies to the south.

Although slavery was profitable, its violence pricked at the British conscience. In 1772, a British court declared that the rights of colonial slaveholders over the people they claimed to own did not extend to Britain. Enslaved people could sue for their freedom on British soil. In 1807, led by Thomas Clarkson and William Wilberforce, Parliament passed an Act abolishing the British slave trade. In 1833 Parliament abolished slavery in most of Britain’s colonies. May conjured a scene in the British Caribbean of enslaved labourers waiting in silence for midnight on 1 August 1834, when emancipation laws would come into force. ‘The slow notes of the clock fell upon the multitude,’ May whispered. Building to a crescendo, he continued, ‘Scarce had the clock sounded its last note, when the lightning of Heaven flashed vividly around . . . God’s pillar of fire, and trump of jubilee!’

May rejoiced with his congregation at freedom in the Caribbean, but he was not speaking to them as ‘the eulogist of England, as a nation. She is a paragon of inconsistencies.’ He struggled to explain the relationship between the rise of British slavery and its counterpoint in antislavery; ‘to strike the balance between her glory and her shame.’ The law that ended slavery in the British empire required people who had been enslaved to continue working for the people who had claimed to own them for as long as six years. Parliament called this period of forced labour ‘apprenticeship’. At the same time, British slaveholders received £20 million in compensation for their lost claims to human beings. The money ‘sullies greatly the moral purity of the act’. Cynics might even say that emancipation was accomplished ‘not so much by the force of truth as by the power of money’.

Samuel May acknowledged Britain’s central role in the rise of both the transatlantic slave trade and plantation slavery. He confronted self-dealing antislavery laws that compensated slaveholders and imposed years of further forced labour on freedpeople. And yet, he marvelled at British righteousness. When antislavery laws were fair, May described the British public and Parliament as speaking with a single voice. When antislavery policies were cruel or contradictory, he separated the movement from the laws. Britain was built by slavery, he argued, but antislavery was a sea change, the end of a dark chapter in British history.

May followed a script to which many politicians and historians cleaved from the nineteenth century until the 1930s. The history of the end of the British slave trade and the end of British colonial slavery was overwhelmingly told as a story of the triumph of good over evil. Britain profited from slavery, yes. But most argued that antislavery was penance enough for British sins. The £20 million in compensation paid to slaveholders was written off as a sacrifice taxpayers made to expiate their guilt. The contradictions of antislavery were resolved by pretending that everything unseemly and hypocritical in the history of the movement against British slavery was an aberration. Antislavery was good; anything that was not good could not be antislavery. If those arguments wore thin, there were other European empires against which to measure Britain’s virtues. Like Samuel May, many Britons believed that enslaved people in the British empire had been grateful both for freedom and for continued white domination after the abolition of slavery. By these lights, enslaved people had not used ‘their unchained hands to wreak vengeance upon their oppressors’. Instead, as May put it, they had ‘shown a disposition to forget the past’.1 Abolition, in this telling, healed the empire.

In the 1930s, intellectuals from the Caribbean, Eric Williams and C. L. R. James chief among them, shredded this fable of sin and redemption.2 The point of slavery, they reminded the world, was not cruelty for its own sake. Slavery made money for slaveholders. The abolition of slavery did not end exploitation in the British empire. Furthermore, British antislavery was not a miraculous break from the economic, political and cultural moment that gave birth to it. Instead, in Britain, antislavery was a movement led by a coterie of mostly wealthy, landed and well-connected men who – their sense of justice notwithstanding – stood to gain by free trade, cheap free labour and the end of the protectionist laws that shored up slaveholders’ profits.

The fortunes made by slavery survived its abolition. The slave empire that Britain fought to win in the eighteenth century was not disbanded. Although there were moments when it seemed on the cusp of being radical, even revolutionary, British antislavery did not usually threaten the powerful. It did not give freedpeople the liberation for which they had fought. Freedpeople were paid low wages to work land that they had made profitable under slavery but could not afford to buy after emancipation. Slaveholders used the compensation fund as a source of liquid money, which many reinvested in factories, mines, roads and railways across Britain and its growing colonial empire.

But reassuring histories of antislavery proved irresistible to many. After the Second World War, and especially during the Cold War, historians in the United States and Britain, obliquely associating socialism and socialist history with Soviet totalitarianism, pushed back against what became known as the ‘Williams thesis’ – that the profits of slavery made industrial capitalism possible, and that industrial capitalism, in turn, made antislavery both thinkable and politically attainable as Britain’s wealthiest men moved their money from plantations to factories. Historians such as Seymour Drescher quibbled with the details of Williams’s work, arguing that Williams had failed to notice the robust profits of slavery and the slave trade at the time of abolition.3 How could the roots of antislavery be material if slavery were profitable? The dominant historical interpretation of British antislavery swung back towards a celebration of British economic sacrifice and a rosy picture of a Britain united behind a common cause. The mass exploitation of enslaved African labour, one of the roots of global capitalism, was reimagined as an obstacle that needed to be removed before capitalism could flourish.

But Eric Williams was right. Antislavery inherited the capitalism that slavery had made. Ideas about the incapacity of people of African descent to govern themselves, invented by slaveholders to defend slavery, survived emancipation. Even most ordinary Britons, who supported the antislavery cause in the name of religion, justice or patriotism, would have been likely to agree that white missionaries and officials ought to govern formerly enslaved people for the indefinite future. And antislavery was not only a moral position or a domestic issue in British politics. How could it be, in a slave empire? Rather, it was a set of colonial and imperial laws and policies, shaped by Members of Parliament and by the most visible and powerful leaders of the antislavery movement that weighed on the lives of Britain’s colonial subjects for generations after emancipation. Free traders profited from the idea that dark-skinned people ought to produce raw materials for the world market as much as slaveholders had done. The British colonial civilising mission, ‘the white man’s burden’ of the later nineteenth century, was easier to justify after the abolition of slavery, the ultimate proof of British moral superiority. As the anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot writes, ‘To condemn slavery alone is the easy way out.’4

Slave Empire is a new history of the rise and fall of British slavery. It tells a story of Britain’s involvement with slavery that, thanks to the efforts of scholars and activists, is much better known now than ever before, but is still far from common knowledge. In the spirit of Eric Williams’s work, this book also shows how slavery and antislavery were connected. First, abolition sanctified new kinds of exploitation. Global capitalism was made in the era of the slave trade, as merchants, bankers and insurers made fortunes on sugar contracts, on securities and bonds sold to finance plantations and imperial wars, and on new factories and industries in Britain that profited from expanding imperial and domestic markets. Well-born, propertied and well-connected antislavery leaders believed that abolition could purify, even sanctify, British capital. Even many abolitionists who opposed the specific provisions of the 1833 Emancipation Act believed as much as former slaveholders did in the importance of free workers accepting low wages. Antislavery leaders argued that low wages encouraged poorer people to work steadily, to save, to emulate the pious middle classes.

Second, the leaders of the antislavery movement digested many of the ideas about labour and race that slaveholders had invented to justify enslavement. Most prominent British abolitionists believed that white Britons – whether righteous missionaries or fair-minded liberal administrators – had an obligation to continue to rule the former slave colonies. Now that better whites were in charge, Britain might bring ‘civilisation’ rather than slavery to its subjects.

Third, like Samuel May, many British abolitionists imagined that emancipation meant that Britain had a right to gratitude from formerly enslaved people and that freedom was something that needed to be earned. Despite May’s belief in their pacifism, enslaved people rose in rebellion against slavery in Britain’s colonies many times before 1834. If violent revolution seemed too daunting, they slowed down their work, lied to white planters and overseers, sabotaged equipment, and built private lives in defiance of the power of the plantations. And after emancipation, they could not ‘forget the past’. Freedom meant something very different to white British reformers than it did to formerly enslaved subjects of the Crown.

Finally, antislavery erased its tracks. Throughout the nineteenth century, many Britons pointed to the movement and its achievements to prove the moral superiority of the British empire. Antislavery became a part of British foreign policy and British popular culture. Royal Navy cruisers hunted for slave ships in the Atlantic and Indian oceans. Britain offered safe haven in Upper Canada and other colonies to Black Americans fleeing slavery in the antebellum United States. Britons showed up by the thousands to cheer Frederick Douglass on speaking tours and made Uncle Tom’s Cabin one of the nineteenth century’s great bestsellers. And yet, the cotton industry – Britain’s largest and most valuable industrial sector – relied on cotton grown by enslaved workers in the United States. British investors bought up bonds issued by slaveholding states in the USA and by the governments of slaveholding colonies belonging to other empires, such as Cuba and Brazil. The idea that Britain was ‘better’ because of its antislavery heritage reinvigorated the British empire, even as the empire remained closely connected to American slavery.

Antislavery was an enduring legacy of the slave empire. Ending slavery gave the British empire licence to take up all the tools forged by and for the plantations – tools for exploitation, for coercion, for imperial expansion – and use them without reflection.

***

Portugal and Spain were the first European empires to build sugar plantations, and the first European states to force enslaved African workers to tend them. In the sixteenth century, Iberian empires were growing sugar in Madeira, the Canary Islands, Cuba, Brazil and elsewhere.

In 1707, Scotland, England and Wales unified as a new country, Great Britain. Throughout the eighteenth century, Britain and its European rivals fought over the Americas, and particularly over the Caribbean. Britain’s wars in the Americas opened new territories for both the expansion of plantation slavery and European colonisation. As sugar boomed, Britain’s colonies in mainland North America transformed. Colonies that began as havens for religious radicals, such as Massachusetts and Rhode Island, became hubs for trade. Colonies that supplied the sugar islands, such as South and North Carolina, became plantation colonies themselves, and eventually settler colonies, attracting Europeans by the thousands with the promise of cheap land and easy access to growing American and European markets.

By the end of the eighteenth century, plantation slavery was the basis of a mature, heavily capitalised imperial economy. Insurance and banking firms across Europe supported and financed plantations and speculated on slave-trade voyages. As Chapter 1 shows, the Caribbean was often both a cause and an important theatre of European wars in the eighteenth century. It was also home to a cosmopolitan planter class with close ties to British and European finance, insurance and politics.

In the early days of the slave empire, most slaveholders lived in the colonies. But as profits grew, many – especially from the Caribbean colonies – chose to move back to Britain and live as ‘absentees’, receiving their profits annually from their agents. In Britain, slaveholders became patrons of the arts and of the civic institutions and charities that proliferated in eighteenth-century London. The polite, wry culture of Augustan letters was underwritten by the profits of slavery and incubated in coffee houses serving drinks sweetened with sugar. Poorer Britons benefited from the growth of colonial trade and found cheap calories and small pleasures in sweets. In 1800–1, Ireland was formally annexed by Great Britain, forming a new United Kingdom. The slave empire helped to hold the fragile new Union together. The Americas offered ambitious Scots and Irish a new place to earn their fortune and secure land for themselves far from an England where Celts often got a chilly reception. Meanwhile, as plantation slavery became associated nearly exclusively with people of African descent, racist ideas about Africans’ cultural or biological ‘aptitude’ for hard labour settled into imperial policy and British popular culture.

Throughout, this book deals, sometimes in graphic detail, with the physical, emotional and cultural violence done by slaveholders to enslaved people in this British slave empire. The books, letters and pamphlets that I use to tell this story were overwhelmingly produced by white Britons – slaveholders and abolitionists both. Wherever I can, I have highlighted the voices of people of African origin or descent writing in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Elsewhere, I have used the rich and extensive body of historical and literary scholarship on the cultures of the African diaspora to fill in the blanks. But when I do not know, or cannot know, something, I’ve tried to be transparent. Chapter 2 explores the workings of the plantations that were centres of enslaved labour and engines of the slave empire. This chapter shows how writing the history of oppressed people means reckoning with the fact that most of the records will have been produced by their oppressors.

A slave ship was a squalid floating prison. To be enslaved meant to be stripped of virtually all legal rights, to be vulnerable to impunity: murder, family separation, demeaning punishment. But there is more to understanding slavery than simply bearing witness to suffering. Literary critic and historian Saidiya Hartman observes that white abolitionist writings, speeches and art often reduced enslaved people from three-dimensional human beings with politics, desires, emotions, and good and evil impulses, into perfect victims and suffering bodies.5 By identifying slavery with physical suffering, abolitionists could imagine that ending slavery was the same as ending pain. And so, whenever possible, I highlight the politics and everyday working lives of enslaved people on colonial plantations.

Historians have pushed back against the vision of enslaved people as victims without politics. Some have pushed too far in the other direction, however, treating every enslaved person in the historical record as perfectly virtuous. Enslaved people built and preserved culture, family and solidarity under loathsome conditions, an achievement that is a testament to human creativity, resilience and courage. But enslaved people had frailties. They betrayed one another, hurt one another, sold one another out for a slaveholder or overseer’s preference. Enslaved people faced impossible, heart-breaking choices within a system that used their humanity as a weapon against them. To deny these intellectual and moral complexities does a different kind of injustice to the memory of the enslaved.

The overwhelming racism of the slave empire weighed on even the most well-to-do and privileged of the Black community in the Caribbean. For example, in the mid-eighteenth century, Francis Williams, a freeborn dark-skinned Jamaican, became a protégé of the Duke of Montagu, who paid for Williams’s education at an English grammar school, and then at Cambridge. When he returned to Jamaica, Williams, who became a schoolmaster, regularly wrote odes to arriving and departing governors of the colony. In one, he wrote about himself:


Thy body’s white, tho’ clad in sable vest.

. . . And learned speech, with modest accent worn,

Shall best the sooty African adorn.

. . . Conspicuous, far beyond his kindred race . . .

And Britain nurs’d, illustrious through the earth.6



Who knows whether Williams wrote what was in his heart, whether he truly believed that his ‘body’ – his self and spirit – was white beneath his dark complexion? Maybe he was flattering his patron in England or his readers in Jamaica. Williams was well-known in Spanish Town for his smart clothing, huge periwig and freshly polished sword and pistols, and for suing white planters who insulted him for slander. At the same time, Williams was a slaveholder. He was caught between the education that shaped him, the colonial society he may have yearned to join, and the colour of his skin.7 The slave empire had done its work on British imperial culture. What was ‘white’ was good, what was ‘black’ was bad. Francis Williams genuflected at the colour bar.

Although anti-Black racism has deep roots in plantation slavery, Slave Empire is not a ‘black’ or ‘white’ history. It is British history.

***

As plantation slavery and plantation racism matured, so did an imperial antislavery movement. Quakers and Evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic began to criticise slaveholders by the 1730s and 1740s, and antislavery gained momentum after the American Revolution. Leaders of the early antislavery movements in Britain generally came from the ranks of elite Quakers and Anglican Evangelicals. Both groups recognised that slavery was sinful, but both groups had also done very well by the expansion of the empire. Quakers and Anglican Evangelicals were connected by the same webs of business interests, insurance, finance and imperial regulation that bound a slaveholder in Jamaica to his suppliers and creditors in Bristol, London or Providence, Rhode Island. Abolitionists saw themselves as ethical capitalists and imagined that antislavery would be at least as profitable as slavery.8 They dreamed of a reformed commercial empire.

By the 1790s, many ordinary Britons opposed the slave trade, for various reasons. Many were growing sceptical of slavery itself. The French and Haitian revolutions, however, gave many antislavery activists pause – as Chapter 3 shows. The chaos of the French Terror and the threat of invasion from France prompted a wave of repression in Britain that smothered any possibility of a more radical antislavery before it could make its case. The rebellion of the enslaved people of France’s wealthiest plantation colony, Saint-Domingue, which became the Republic of Haiti in 1804, raised the spectre of the overthrow of Britain’s plantation colonies and reinforced William Wilberforce and his inner circle’s conservative instincts regarding the timeline for emancipation.

The antislavery that emerged out of the 1790s was spiritually radical but socially reactionary. Beginning with Enlightened political economists and philosophers such as Adam Smith, many British abolitionists were confident that capitalist economies were self-organising and predictable. The individual, they argued, was the building block of society and, absent coercion, individuals behaved in predictable ways. This belief in natural economic laws and the rights of individuals was part of a new and ascendant political doctrine: liberalism. Liberals were certain that free labour would always be more profitable than enslaved labour. They were confident that the stimuli of wages and the availability of consumer goods would reliably motivate poorer people to work. Liberals believed in universal laws and rights that – in theory – applied equally to every human being. Having discovered what they believed to be transcendent laws of human nature and society, however, many British liberals ignored the contexts in which those ‘natural’ laws had acquired their meaning.

For example, liberal political economy alienated both working-class and enslaved strains of antislavery from the mainstream British movement. Leading abolitionists were often hostile to the working class, and any antislavery scheme that threatened the social hierarchy in Britain or Britain’s hold on its colonies in the Caribbean was smothered. Elite antislavery leaders also enthusiastically supported campaigns to suppress traditional pleasures and forms of social life. As the reformer and advocate of emigration Edward Gibbon Wakefield wrote, wealthy Britons ‘enclose commons . . . they make rates of wages, elaborately calculating the minimum of food that will keep together the soul and body of a clodhopper . . . they superintend alehouses, decry skittles, deprecate beer-shops, meddle with fairs, and otherwise curtail the already narrow amusements of the poor.’9 Leading abolitionists were also fiercely opposed to any emancipation led by the enslaved. To prove that they were ‘ready’ for freedom, leaders of the antislavery movement expected enslaved people to emulate British middle-class liberal values, and to eschew resistance to slavery. And yet, in the colonies, rumours of antislavery from abroad deceived many enslaved revolutionaries from Jamaica to Guiana into thinking that Britain would come to their aid if they took up arms against colonial slaveholders.

Slave Empire is not a complete history of the antislavery movement in Britain. I focus my attention on two constituencies that shaped the laws that ended the slave trade and plantation slavery in the British empire: enslaved people in Britain’s colonies and white antislavery elites. Enslaved people pushed to accelerate emancipation and to claim it as their own. The leaders of major antislavery groups and their advocates in Parliament and the Colonial Office resisted slaveholders, but also the demands of the enslaved. Antislavery was a much bigger tent. The momentum of the antislavery campaign, for example, empowered women, particularly in the middle class, to demand rights and political representation. The models of organising developed by antislavery organisations, and the ethos of reform that antislavery represented, spread to a wide range of imperial and domestic reform movements.10 This book focuses less on the energy that antislavery gave to domestic reform, and more on moments when Britain, through Parliament, rearranged its relationship to its slave empire. But still, for all its variety, British antislavery was generally a patriotic movement, and rarely the domain of outsiders or radicals.

The abolition of the British slave trade – William Wilberforce and all that – is the centrepiece of the myth of British antislavery. But as Chapter 4 shows, the end of the British slave trade, in 1807, entwined with the consequences of the Haitian Revolution and the prosecution of the war against Napoleon. The 1807 Slave Trade Act did not end the transatlantic slave trade. Britain empowered a small squadron of Royal Navy ships to hunt for slavers in the Atlantic, both in the Caribbean and off the coast of West Africa. Although the ‘West Africa Squadron’ has been celebrated for its daring, the Squadron barely dented the trade, and more than 2.6 million enslaved people made the voyage to the Americas after 1810. The Squadron was more useful as a fighting force for intimidating and destroying West African coastal kingdoms and chieftaincies that happened to defy British demands.

After 1807, the antislavery campaign focused on the ‘amelioration’ of slavery. Many abolitionists assumed that the end of the slave trade would encourage slaveholders to improve the living and working conditions of the enslaved. When the natural laws of the market did not blunt the cruelties of the plantation, and when Britain’s slave colonies proved reluctant to allow London to rewrite their laws, activists pushed to impose imperial regulations by fiat. Amelioration policies assumed that as enslaved people’s material circumstances improved, rebellion would become less likely. And yet, as I show in Chapters 5 and 6, major slave rebellions erupted in 1816 in Barbados and in 1823 in British Guiana as enslaved people interpreted amelioration policies as a signal that emancipation had already been granted to them by Britain in defiance of colonial slaveholders. In Britain, these rebellions became contests over whether enslaved people could be ‘trusted’ with freedom. Slaveholders blamed abolitionist propaganda for the rebellions; abolitionists blamed slaveholders’ refusal to accept amelioration. And in 1831–2 in Jamaica – as Chapter 7 shows – an even larger rebellion, known as the ‘Baptist War’ to many Britons, helped to convince a wavering Parliament to move forward with the 1833 Slavery Abolition Act.

Abolitionists inside and outside of Parliament called emancipation the ‘mighty experiment’. In the decades when British antislavery flourished, many activists convinced themselves that slavery was a perversion of the natural law of the market, an error that could be edited out of the saga of the British empire. After emancipation, liberals waited for the newly emancipated free-labour workforce of the colonies to outperform sugar colonies, such as Cuba and Brazil, that still used enslaved labour. When that did not happen, liberals faced a crisis of faith. The success or failure of the mighty experiment had been predicated on the idea that free labour would be more profitable than slavery. If the experiment had failed, who was to blame? Public opinion broke in two directions. Some insisted that the laws of the labour market, as natural and irresistible as gravity, were not working in the colonies because conditions remained ‘unnatural’ there. In response, liberals tinkered with colonial laws, restricting access to land, suppressing wages and introducing new penalties for people who refused to work. Others blamed freedpeople for the failure of an ‘experiment’ of which the freedpeople never imagined themselves to be a part.

As Chapter 8 shows, the 1833 Act called for the creation of a £20 million fund that slaveholders were entitled to draw upon as compensation for the end of slavery. The Act also required that enslaved people work as ‘apprentices’ for terms of four or six years, working for all or part of their time for free, for the same people who had claimed to own them. Apprenticeship proved fiendishly difficult to administer and in 1838 politicians in most of Britain’s former slave colonies, resentful of Westminster’s impositions on their legislatures, chose not to renew the apprenticeship laws. The system collapsed. On 1 August 1838, more than 800,000 people were finally free. But their freedom was circumscribed. Colonial officials inflated the price of land and raised property qualifications for office-holding to keep formerly enslaved people out of power. When free workers demanded higher wages for plantation work, many thousands of indentured workers from China, the Indian subcontinent and West Africa were shipped to the Caribbean.

While antislavery shaped the direction of British colonialism, British capitalists funded many of the steamships, banks and railroads of the American South. As the Conclusion shows, the rise of cotton in the United States revived and intensified slavery and enslaved labour in the republic. Britain became America’s most important client in the cotton trade, and British cotton factories and the wider cotton industry employed as many as one in every five Britons of working age. British insurance companies underwrote the risky, cyclical business of cotton cultivation. Freedom – free elections, free labour and free trade – were the watchwords of the Victorian British empire. This free empire, however, was sustained by the exploitation of wage-earning colonial workers – given the lustre of morality by antislavery – and by continuing demands on the labour of enslaved people outside its colonies.

Modern Britain has inherited this legacy. Capitalism and liberalism emphasise ‘freedom’ – for individuals and for markets – but were and are built on human bondage.

***

None of Slave Empire is ‘hidden’ or ‘secret’ history. In the mid-nineteenth century, the British abolitionist George Stephen remarked on how much stuff the history of slavery and antislavery had left behind for historians. ‘The materials for such a history are abundant,’ he wrote. Indeed, Stephen worried that ‘Antislavery speeches and debates, mixed up as they were with colonial statistics ad nauseam, and Brazilian, Spanish, and African diplomacy, would form a very dull book, only fit for dusty shelves in a library for casual reference.’11 This book, which I hope defies Stephen’s prediction, is based on many of these materials.

Nevertheless, pointing out that Britain profited from slavery for 200 years and then used the abolition of slavery to justify nearly two more centuries of imperial violence and colonial rule provokes a chorus of rebuttals and denial.

Nostalgia for the British empire gains traction from the idea that British imperialism was fundamentally commercial, and therefore benign. The revival of free trade on the imperial model is a part of the fantasy of a post-Brexit Britain. In January 2017, Theresa May characterised as the ‘great prize’ of Brexit the prospect of the United Kingdom reclaiming its status as ‘a great, global, trading nation’. In July 2019, in his first speech as Prime Minister, Boris Johnson promised to restore Britain’s ‘natural and historic role as an enterprising, outward-looking and truly global Britain’.

There was nothing ‘natural’ about the power of the British empire. Britain did not dominate the world for more than 200 years because of a natural right to rule, or a unique national genius. Free trade was built on slave labour; Britain’s Pax Britannica of the nineteenth century was an illusion. Relative peace in Europe was made possible by vicious colonial wars, where European empires settled scores and casualties were written off as the price of civilisation. Still, Britain’s empire was an empire of trade. Even places that were not formally part of the British empire could be influenced by British investors.

But hostility to the reality of Britain’s relationship to slavery runs deeper than a yearning for Britain to recover its place as a superpower. Even proposals for memorials to the enslaved or the removal of statues honouring slaveholders or colonial officials – to say nothing of the far more complex challenge of formal reparations – can be met with indifference or violence. The community group Memorial 2007, for example, campaigned for years for a public monument in London dedicated to the victims of Britain’s long involvement with slavery and the slave trade. New Labour paid lip service to the campaign. In 2015, David Cameron’s Conservative government shelved the project. Cameron, in a public statement on Britain’s relationship with Jamaica, suggested that both nations ‘move on’ from slavery. Apologists also make comparisons to other European empires. Spain and Portugal did it first; France did it worse; the brutality of Belgian colonists in nineteenth-century Congo surpassed all others. The next move is to tot up all the ‘good’ the British empire did: railroads, the press, the English language, economic growth. These narratives are intended to blunt criticism of Britain by comparison, and to praise the British empire for the atrocities that it didn’t happen to commit.

Still others point to the long history of human slavery. The Greeks had slaves, as did the Romans, the Ottomans, the Mughals, and many European kingdoms and principalities; Russia had serfs; the United States, Brazil and Cuba used millions of enslaved workers. All of this is true. Human beings have been enslaving one another for millennia – which does not excuse slavery. The transatlantic slave trade and plantation slavery in the Americas, however, were something different, a substantively new kind of coerced labour. Together, they formed a system of mass enslavement based on fictions of racial difference that spanned continents. Enslaved people in the slave empire were virtually always of African descent; a Roman slave, by contrast, might have come from anywhere in the empire. In the slave empire, skin colour came to signify not the geographic origins of a person, but their legal status. And in the era of plantation slavery – unlike in any other system of mass enslavement before it – enslaved people were not only labourers, but also invested capital. On a plantation in the British slave empire, every enslaved person always had a price, set by the market and by the web of bonds, insurance policies and securities that tied plantations to Britain. The claim to own a person was based on the idea that the person could always be sold. Atlantic slavery combined the old cruelties of other forms of enslavement with the brutal logic of a commodities market.

Many West Africans societies held slaves. The slave trade from West Africa flowed not only across the Atlantic, but also across the Sahara, to the many states in the Arab world where slavery was also common. But in West Africa and the Arab world slavery took many forms. In West African societies, slavery existed on a continuum from forms of forced labour very similar to plantation slavery to much milder forms of personal service. In some societies, the children of enslaved people were free; in others, manumission could be won or purchased. In the Arab world, enslaved people who converted to Islam could be manumitted. In Britain’s slave empire, enslaved people were chattel – legally speaking, they were no different than a chair or a case of a wine. ‘Slavery was not new in Africa or in Europe,’ the historian Frederick Cooper writes. ‘What was new was the inter-relationship of Africa, Europe, and the Americas which changed the way actors in all places acted, forced a change in scale, and gave a relentless logic to the expansion of the system into the nineteenth century.’12

Finally, others argue that slavery was terrible but that British workers had it just as bad, or that the Irish had it worse, and so on. These comments reprise one of the most enduring slaveholder rationalisations for enslavement. One defender of British slavery, James Tobin, went so far in the 1780s as to claim that enslaved people were more free than poor workers. The poor, he reckoned, could not understand their own situation. ‘That great part of the liberty they are reckoned to possess,’ Tobin wrote, ‘is truly nominal and ideal.’ Poor wage-earners, he continued ‘are absolutely bound either to work, or starve’.13 Few apologists for slavery went quite as far as Tobin did, but many made the comparison between the lives of the enslaved and those of poor British and Irish workers. Although some enslaved people occupying elite positions on plantations might sometimes have had more and better food, and perhaps more ready money than many working Britons, they could still be sold in an instant, abused with legal impunity and murdered with few consequences. As W. E. B. Du Bois wrote, enslaved people ‘represented in a very real sense the ultimate degradation of man’.14 And the existence of plantation slavery degraded all workers. The tools made to control and punish the enslaved – regimented shift-work, heavy-handed policing, the cultivation of a small group of favoured workers to undermine solidarity and sow distrust – proved just as useful for punishing white wage workers as Black enslaved workers.

Britain’s was not the only empire to exploit enslaved labour, and Britain’s colonies were far from the only places in the world where enslaved people were a primary labour force. But Britain emerged into the nineteenth century as the world’s premier industrial power, and its most formidable empire. The nineteenth century belonged to Britain, and although Britain abolished slavery in 1833, the money, power and territory that plantation slavery had claimed endured.

***

The leaders of the British antislavery campaign were good, well-meaning, middle-to-upper-class white British liberals. They believed in the power of wages to motivate workers, and in the innate value of hard work. They favoured patriarchal families with a clear division between masculine and feminine worlds, where men were the masters outside in the public sphere, and women mistresses in the home. They imagined that what they understood as freedom – the kind of economic and political life enjoyed by people of their class – was freedom in its purest form. They imagined themselves as individual subjects, exercising personal choices as consumers, as members of the public and as Christians.

An idea of freedom manifested in atomisation, endless work and joyless consumption is still with us. Antislavery activists eventually defeated slavery, but they lived in the world slavery made – and so do we. In his book The World and Africa, W. E. B. Du Bois observed a ‘frightful paradox . . . that a blameless, cultured, beautiful young woman in a London suburb may be the foundation on which is built the poverty and degradation of the world.’ Modern global capitalism conceals the damage that our desires inflict on others. ‘For this someone is guilty as hell,’ Du Bois wrote. ‘Who?’15
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