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FOREWORD

Why We Need Stories of Successful Resistance

Marcus Rediker


When fifty-three West Africans rose up and seized the slave schooner Amistad off the north coast of Cuba in August 1839, they triggered a three-year struggle that would lead to their emancipation and repatriation to their homelands in southern Sierra Leone, where they had been enslaved. After killing Captain Ramón Ferrer and capturing the vessel, the Africans, led by a warrior named Cinqué (called Sengbe by his own Mende people), sailed the vessel 1,600 miles northward to the tip of Long Island, New York, where they were captured by the United States Navy, charged with piracy and murder, and incarcerated. American abolitionists flocked to the jail, built an alliance with the African mutineers, and worked closely with them on a campaign of legal defense. Even though the Amistad revolt took place in international waters, and even though neither the rebels nor the enslavers were American, the uprising and its aftermath had electric effects as they played out in Connecticut and across the nation. The Supreme Court ultimately ruled that the Africans had been illegally enslaved and granted them their freedom. The antislavery movement in the United States and around the world secured a stirring and altogether unlikely victory.

The Amistad rebellion of 1839 is one of the best-known examples of resistance to bondage in all of American history. Cinqué ranks with Harriet Tubman and Frederick Douglass as one of the nation’s most famous self-emancipated rebels. But for too long the story of the Amistad was told “from above,” emphasizing the agency not of Cinque and his fellow rebels but rather the roles of the white abolitionists, politicians, lawyers, and judges who participated in the case. Scholarly and popular books, as well as Steven Spielberg’s film Amistad (1997), followed this interpretation, stressing the legal battle of the Africans in American courts and thereby displacing the original uprising itself as the centerpiece of the story. The very people who risked their lives in striking out for freedom were marginalized, their voices silenced, their own understandings of what they had done largely omitted from the story. The vivid, dynamic, and dramatic history of the Amistad struggle had been whitewashed.

I sought to change the story—and how we remember it—by writing The Amistad Rebellion: An Atlantic Odyssey of Slavery and Freedom, a “history from below” published in 2012. The Amistad Africans resumed their rightful, central place in their own freedom struggle. How they thought, acted, and, in the end, triumphed against the odds is the core of the book. David Lester, Paul Buhle, and I now bring this stirring story of triumphant resistance to new readers in a new format, seeking especially to reach young people with a message of agency and hope.

When the Amistad Africans were captured and jailed first in New London, Connecticut, and then in New Haven, no one thought they could win their freedom. Resolutely opposed by two of the most powerful slave-holding nations in the world, Spain and the United States, who insisted on sending the rebels back to bondage in Cuba, the Africans found themselves in a desperate situation, incarcerated in a strange land and, because of language differences, unable even to understand the charges brought against them. Abolitionists who rushed to the jail to assist them were few in number and despised as “fanatics” by most of the white population in any case. Even the abolitionists expected that the Africans would lose at every stage of the legal battle. The judges who handled their cases had histories of prejudicial rulings on the issues of race, and a significant majority of the members of the US Supreme Court supported the institution of slavery.

And yet, the Amistad Africans and their allies won the legal campaign, to the shock of the nation. Precisely how they did this is revealed in the gripping graphic account of their struggle that follows. David Lester’s gritty, expressive art takes the reader into the bloody rebellion itself aboard the schooner, showing how the uprising was planned through the West African Poro Society and how the warriors carried it through to victory. Lester also shows how the New Haven jail was transformed into a site of political education and alliance, and how the “Mende people” constituted themselves and worked with Christian abolitionists, with whom they shared a “working misunderstanding’ that allowed them to cooperate despite different perspectives and goals. Lester depicts the artists who poured into the jail to create sympathetic portraits of the rebels, thereby helping to build the movement that would win their freedom. He also takes us into the courtrooms, jammed and buzzing with local sympathetic crowds, where the fate of the Amistad Africans would be decided. The Black Schooner shows how little David defeated the Goliath of slavery.

The lasting legacy of the Amistad uprising is the knowledge that the enslaved fought back under the most extreme conditions. Of course enslaved people resisted slavery in all times and places, escaping to freedom, engaging in sabotage, and rising in armed insurrection, but successful resistance mattered most of all. A small group of Africans who liberated themselves aboard a tiny wooden schooner off the north coast of Cuba forced the most powerful people in world—monarchs, presidents, legislators, judges, and diplomats—to debate the meaning of what they had done. History from below is full of surprises. Resistance arises, initially on a small scale, when the authorities least expect it, and sometimes it grows into a worldwide force for freedom, as happened in the Amistad rebellion. Abolitionists rejoiced and the 2.5 million people held in bondage in the United States thrilled at the victory — and took hope for the future. The Africans who rose up to free themselves in 1839 showed that profound injustice could be brought to an end by human means, which is an important lesson for our own times.
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